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Introduction:
The Tongass National Forest

“The most magical moments in Alaska are when it’s dead silent and an otter pops up or a bald
eagle flies over your head or you see a bear in the distance playing on the shore. That’s the
Tongass—this incredible place full of conflicting desires and natural beauty, all wrapped up into
one.” - Tom Begich, Alaskan State Senator1

Today, the Tongass National Forest is just a remnant of what used to be an immense
temperate rainforest stretching from Northern California into British Columbia and all the way
up the southern coast of Alaska (see Figure 1). Despite its decrease in size, the Tongass prevails
as the world’s largest remaining temperate rainforest at 16.8 million acres (Mohlenbrock 2006,
9). Encompassing the majority of Southeast Alaska, including the capital city of Juneau, the
Tongass stores up to eight percent of the total carbon sequestered by all the National Forests in
the lower forty eight states combined and is referred to by experts as the lungs for the entire
United States (Martin 2016; Norton 2020). In this sense, the Tongass is vital in the fight against
climate change. Heather Evoy, the Indigenous Engagement Lead at the Southeast Alaska
Conservation Council (SEACC) and a member of the Tlingit and Tsimshian Indigenous groups,
said in an interview that “the Tongass isn’t just about us, it isn’t just my forest as an Alaskan or
Alaskan Native, this is really something of national and global importance” (Evoy Interview,
2.22.21). Nothing in the Tongass is isolated to a particular subset of people, species, or
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experiences; everything is interconnected and interdependent, a complex web of all human and
non-human beings. As stated by Alaskan State Senator Tom Begich, the Tongass is “full of
conflicting desires and natural beauty, all wrapped into one,” creating a sense of place unique to
this specific landscape (Begich Interview, 2.26.21). This state of discrete ecological
interconnectedness is what keeps the Tongass alive and well, ultimately ensuring the continued
prosperity of the region’s Indigenous populations—the Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian
peoples—and the survival of our climate. As Evoy said, the Tongass’ health needs to be of
“national and global importance.” If the destruction of the Tongass continues at its current rate, it
could not only compromise Alaska’s environmental health, but that of the entire United States.
One of the United States’ main motivations for purchasing Alaska from Russia was
because “the Americans foresaw a potential for gold, fur and fisheries” (Hensley 2017). Since its
purchase and incorporation as a U.S. territory in 1867, Alaska and its landscape have been
ravaged by extractive industries. The Tongass National Forest is rich with many of these
resources, being known in the mining and logging industries primarily for its ore deposits and
old-growth forests (Hamilton 2017, 0:11:11-0:11:17). Consequently, waterways have been
contaminated with toxic runoff from mining facilities and giant swaths of land have been
clear-cut for timber. In order to facilitate further logging, the United States’ Forest Service, rather
ironically, cleared certain areas of the Tongass to build access roads. Thomas F. Thornton, an
anthropologist who studies Tlingit lifeways2 in the Tongass, expressed the local sentiment that
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Forest Service acted as a road-building
company to access and high-grade old-growth timber with little regard for the actual integrity of
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The term “lifeway” refers to the manner in which a life, or lives, is carried out, usually concerning the
customs and practices that define someone’s existence.
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the forest as an ecological system (Thornton Interview, 2.22.21). Only recently have these
practices, with the birth of the environmental movement, received negative attention and been
reevaluated on a national scale. On a local scale though, Southeast Alaskan Indigenous peoples
have been the environmental stewards of the Tongass for upwards of ten-thousand years
In January 2001, during the last days of his term in office, President Bill Clinton enacted
the Roadless Area Conservation Policy directive that restricted the construction of new roads in
the fifty-eight and a half million acres of untouched forest across the United States’ National
Forest system (Randall 2020a). Referred to as the “Roadless Rule,” this policy aimed to decrease
the environmental impact of logging and other industries in the country’s most pristine
environments. Within the Tongass National Forest, the Roadless Rule protects 9.3 million acres
of forest from new access roads (Audubon 2015). Even though ninety-six percent of the 1.2
million public comments received nationwide by the Forest Service during the draft stage of the
Roadless Rule were in support of the policy (Glicksman 2004, 1185), it was not as well received
by pro-business politicians, who have tried to repeal the Roadless Rule numerous times,
especially within Alaska (Segall 2019b).
During the summer of 2019, newly elected Alaskan Governor Mike Dunleavy, a
Republican, met with President Donald Trump aboard Air Force One to discuss reversing the
Roadless Rule in Alaska (see Figure 2). Claiming that “America needs Alaska’s natural
resources” (Kaufman 2020) and that a reversal of the Roadless Rule would uplift Alaska’s
economy by solving their supposed mining and timber concerns, Governor Dunleavy obtained
Trump’s support for an exemption from the policy, and two months later, President Trump

4

demanded that Sonny Perdue, the Secretary of Agriculture at the time, exempt the Tongass
National Forest from the Roadless Rule.
This environmental travesty came at a rather odd time considering the demand for
Tongass timber has been diminishing over the past several years, exemplified through the Forest
Service’s failed timber sale in 2018 that did not receive a single bid (Heacox 2019). Doubly
concerning is the fact that preservation of the Tongass remains crucial to mitigating the damage
caused by climate change and protecting the ecosystems and communities that depend on the
forest for physical and cultural survival. A continuation of logging, especially in the old-growth
sections of the forest, would devastate this intricate ecosystem and severely impact the
Indigenous groups that have considered the Tongass their kin for thousands of years (see Figure
3).
In addition to the lives of the Tlingit, Tsimshian, and Haida Indigenous peoples,
Southeast Alaska’s population of salmon, eagles, and bears are among the non-human lives that
would be threatened if logging and industrial activity continues in the Tongass (see Figure 4). In
the PBS Nature documentary called “Fortress of the Bears” (2011), we are shown what a
salmon-free summer looks like for the world’s densest population of brown bears on Admiralty
Island—a large island within the boundaries of the Tongass National Forest. As detailed by the
documentary, a La Niña weather event in 2008 caused the waters surrounding Admiralty Island
to drop by 2º Celcius, deterring the salmon who return there every summer to come back (Orsi et
al. 2009). Not only does this impact the bears who rely on the salmon for food, it also impacts
the entire ecosystem of the Tongass forest. This ecosystem relies on not just the birth of new
organisms, but also on the death of them. When a tree falls over a stream in the Tongass, a small
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pool is created where salmon flock to so they can lay their eggs. This enhances the chances of
the young salmon’s survival so they can eventually migrate downstream and into the surrounding
ocean. When they return to lay their own eggs, these salmon are prey to the brown bears who
have been waiting months to feast. Once eaten by the bears, the salmon remains—rich in
nitrogen and phosphorus—fertilize the soil allowing for more trees to grow. These remains also
provide eagles and other birds with the nourishment they require. If the health of the forest was
jeopardized, salmon breeding cycles would be thrown off, and without the salmon the bears and
eagles would starve, and without the bears eating the salmon and leaving their carcasses, there
would be no supplemental nutrients for the trees.
In order to fully comprehend the gravity of the threats posed to the Tongass and the
people who live there, we must first truly understand and appreciate just how complex and
extraordinary the forest is. Using an approach influenced by a multispecies perspective, the
Tongass ecosystem is reimagined through the anthropological theories of entanglement and
contamination. A multispecies perspective is a way of thinking that avoids anthropocentric
generalizations and aims to incorporate the idea that nature and all living and nonliving things
have a purpose beyond direct human needs. In Thom Van Dooren, Eben Kirksey, and Ursula
Münster’s invaluable essay “Multispecies Studies: Cultivating Arts of Attentiveness” (2016), the
authors, all of whom are trained in the field of environmental humanities,3 argue that by
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Cultural Anthropology and the Rachel Carson Center for Environment and Society at the Ludwig
Maximilian University in Germany.
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recognizing the multiplicity behind every conceptualized agent, we can be aware of all the
different forms of knowledge and livelihoods (Van Dooren et al. 2016).
Encompassed in a multispecies framework is the notion that there are multiple worlds in
which these multiple knowledges and ways of living exist. Western society,4 or the society
created by colonization and the violent subjugation of Indigenous peoples, has a tendency to
categorize and universalize concepts based on commonalities—a concept anthropologist Marisol
de la Cadena refers to as the “one-world” (de la Cadena 2015). The notion of a “one-world” and
its consequent destructive tendencies is detailed in depth by de la Cadena in her essay entitled
“Uncommoning Nature” (2015). In her view, the one-world is responsible for erasing the
livelihoods of Indigenous peoples, especially those who do not make the explicit and tangible
distinction between humans and the environment and rather view the two as one entanglement.
These world-making practices that don’t abide by the categorization of nature and culture
enforced by the one-world are what de la Cadena describes as the “anthropo-not-seen;” the
societies that are made invisible by colonial, uni-species, one-world structures. De la Cadena
emphasizes the role that a “universal nature” plays in the destruction of other world making
practices. Having one, universal definition of nature is extremely consequential in terms of how
other humans and nonhumans are able to exist. For example, if the Tongass National Forest is
viewed through the lens of Western science’s idea of nature, it is simply a forest-marine
ecosystem that supports a wide variety of species. Interpreting the forest as just an ecosystem
devoid of sentience removes it from its role as a distinct, spiritual entity for the Tlingit,
Tsimshian, and Haida peoples.

4
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With a heightened awareness of all beings and the different ways they exist in the world
comes a recognition that nothing lives in physical or metaphorical isolation; all entities live with
each other and are impacted by each other. This is what it means to be entangled with one
another: that species are significantly transformed through collaboration so that the “survival for
every species depends on livable collaborations” (Tsing 2015, 28). In the case of the Tongass,
this transformative entanglement is present at every turn. Take, for instance, the previous
example regarding the trees, salmon, eagles, and bears. Without each other, none of these species
would be able to thrive. While the entangled collaboration between these species is sometimes at
the expense of one another, like the falling of trees to create breeding ground for the salmon, it is
for the benefit of the entire forest. Anthropologist Anna Tsing refers to this—a series of
collaborative transformations that are not immediately conceived of as beneficial for a certain
agent—as inter-species contamination (Tsing 2015, 27). In this context, contamination does not
have the exact negative connotations associated with its typical usage; while it has the same
basic implication of changes through interaction and the absence of “purity,” it describes the
essential collaborations between species that are critical to their survival (Tsing 2015). A tree
falling at the end of its natural lifespan in the Tongass could be interpreted as the death of a
single organism, but when it is viewed in terms of contamination, it becomes apparent that the
fallen tree, by “contaminating” the surrounding previously-unobstructed streams, reinforces the
mutually beneficial relationships between species by providing a safe habitat for salmon to lay
their eggs. Without the contamination between the tree and the stream, the salmon eggs are more
susceptible to predators which could result in a salmon deficit, impacting the bears, the eagles,
the people, and the nutrient-dependent trees.
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In order to distance ourselves from the one-world and its universal nature, it must be
noted that entanglement in the Tongass does not just apply to its biological ecosystem but also to
its cultural ecosystem. Many Indigenous peoples residing in the Tongass also recognize the
importance of viewing things in conjunction with each other rather than as separate entities.
Tlingit activist Wanda “Kashudoha” Loescher Culp emphasized this entanglement: “I identify
my ancestry through descent-based kin groups indigenous to the Tongass Forest and recognize
that we are all tied to each other—not independents” (Harris 2019). This type of multispecies
perspective can be partly attributed to the Tlingit, Tsimshian, and Haida Indigenous peoples’ ties
to the Tongass landscape that span ten-thousand years. This unique knowledge that arises from
observing one’s ancestral landscape change over generations is commonly referred to as
“Traditional Ecological Knowledge.” Doctor Fikret Berkes, author of Sacred Ecology (2012),
defines Traditional Ecological Knowledge as the following: “a cumulative body of knowledge,
practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through generations by
cultural transmission, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) with one
another and with their environment” (Berkes 2012, 7). While phrased differently, Berkes’ idea of
Traditional Ecological Knowledge lends itself to the practice of multispecies thinking.
Knowing that such a holistic, cumulative, and thorough knowledge of the environment
exists, it seems obvious that it should be incorporated into conservation and land management.
However, since conservation and land management are, in the words of anthropologist Paul
Nadasdy, “products of a Western conception of the world” (1999, 4) which are not typically
conducive to multispecies entanglements that are often present in the traditions of the Indigenous
peoples of the Tongass region. Even more, the terms used to define Traditional Ecological
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Knowledge are also Western productions. Nadasdy explains the Western nuances of the terms
“traditional,” “ecological,” and “knowledge,” arguing that each is rooted in a very specific,
universal ideology. The term “traditional” gives the inclination that whatever is being referred to
is out-dated and static and in the case of Traditional Ecological Knowledge, that Indigeneity is
antithetical to modernity and adaptation (Nadasdy 1999, 4). As one could imagine, this is not at
all the case; Indigenous peoples have always adapted to their changing surroundings, as
exemplified by their ability to survive the horrific processes of colonization. Similarly, the term
“ecological” encompasses all that is natural and by Western definitions, humans are not
immediately incorporated into this category. Unlike the one-world ideology of Western society,
typically Indigenous peoples do not explicitly make a distinction between the human and
non-human world—evidence of a multispecies perspective (Nadasdy 1999, 4). Finally, Nadasdy
indicates that the whole ideology behind the word “knowledge” is a Western cultural
construction. For Indigenous societies, their “traditional knowledge” is not so much an ontology
as it is a way of life—it cannot be categorized into “discrete intellectual products” because it’s
embedded in a complex network of inter-human and inter-species relations and values that
transcend compartmentalization (Nadasdy 1999, 5). The one-world’s attempt to categorize
Indigenous ways of being and knowing is itself reminiscent of Marisol de la Cadena’s
“anthropo-not-seen.”
Western science credits itself with trusting fact over fiction, a dynamic that is often used
to delegitimize generational Indigenous knowledge as anecdotal. Here, the solution is the
problem itself: who’s to say what constitutes “real” science and fact? In actuality, many
Indigenous communities use the terms “knowledge” and “science” interchangeably to mean the
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same thing (Ramos 2018, 361). Indigenous knowledge—or science—is equally as valid as
Western science but since they exist in different worlds and philosophies, they are rarely
regarded with the same urgency. In an attempt to reconcile this inequality, I will use the same
terminology to describe both ways of knowing. Instead of “science,” I will say “Western
Ecological Knowledge.” This decision is based on the oppressive nature of making an explicit
distinction between what is deemed “science” and what is deemed “tradition”—both entities are
rooted in fact and observation (Ramos 2018, 363). Another equitable term for both is “Western
science” and “Indigenous science,” exemplifying the legitimacy of the two.
As previously mentioned, both Western Ecological Knowledge and Traditional
Ecological Knowledge are fixed in ideas of truth. While they may differ in practice and general
existence, Doctor Seafha Ramos points out that “each is consistent with a particular worldview”
and are thus reliable (Ramos 2018, 263). For a Western worldview, theories of multispecies and
entanglement are not centered but concepts surrounding universal truths and analytical reduction
are primary (Nadasdy 1999). This is not to say that Western science is more accurate or
methodological than Indigenous science; they are simply part of different philosophies residing
in different worlds. This perceived dichotomy can be hard to navigate when stuck in a one-world
point of view, but the key is to realize that the two sciences are not actually a dichotomy—they
are not—or should not be—competing against each other and instead should be coexisting.
The coexistence of Western Ecological Knowledge and Traditional Ecological
Knowledge is paramount to the Tongass National Forest’s management. There is no debate as to
each knowledge’s presence in the forest, so they must adapt to each other by engaging in mutual
cooperation and transformation. Recently, however, neither form of knowledge has received
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much consideration given the politics of the forest’s federal jurisdiction. The United States
government and its subsidiary agencies could be described as the ultimate constructor of the
anthropo-not-seen in its one-world occupancy. SEACC Staff Scientist Guy Archibald notes an
often unconsidered perception of such bureaucratic entities: “Agencies and corporations are just
human constructs designed to remove you from the consequences of your decisions” (Archibald
Interview, 2.23.21). By removing the human agency from decisions that impact other living
beings, these entities are facilitating the erasure of lifeways that are not coherent with their own.
In the Tongass, the primary federal agency is the United States Forest Service, notorious for its
environmentally questionable decisions.
The protection of the Tongass National Forest is not simply an Alaskan issue; the
consequences of its destruction would be catastrophic worldwide. From its role in climate change
mitigation to setting a possible precedent for industrial policy, the Tongass presents a unique set
of circumstances that have yet to be managed in an ethical manner. Protecting the Tongass isn’t
just about conserving its biodiversity, though; the human lives and livelihoods that depend on a
flourishing environment are also at stake. The Tongass has been home to members of the Tlingit,
Haida, and Tsimshian Indigenous tribes since time immemorial and throughout this time, the
forest has been a vast realm of spirituality, culture, and sustenance for these communities (Harris
2019). Indigenous Alaskans have responsibly managed the Tongass for ten thousand years,
finding a way to live within the environment without destroying it (Harris 2019). Kari Ames, a
member of the Tlingit tribe in Southeast Alaska and a self-proclaimed keeper of traditional
life-ways, told an Earthjustice staff member that their traditional ways of life have protected the
forest for thousands of years and in order for their culture and inherent respect for the forest to
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continue, the Tongass needs to remain closed to logging and other environmentally harmful
industries (Harris 2019).5 As “America’s last frontier,” Alaska and its incredible ecosystems are
relatively new to the United States’ extraction based economy. The only way to maintain the
Tongass’ rich biodiversity and life-ways is to listen to those who know the land and its
vulnerabilities the best: the Indigenous communities whose identities and livelihoods are
entangled with that of the forest’s (Harris 2019). To supplement this Traditional Ecological
Knowledge, the Tongass needs the voices from those who understand the most recent
developments in Western climate science and who understand that their role is secondary to the
Indigenous communities.
The essential inquiry that arises from the contentious debate surrounding the Tongass
National Forest is how to most responsibly and appropriately manage the forest so it can
continue supporting the entangled worlds that depend on it. To answer this question, I will
illustrate the complexities of both Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Western Ecological
Knowledge in the Tongass and how the interface of the two can be used to convey the
importance of place while dismantling the world-reducing notion of a universal nature that is
currently dictating the forest’s future. I will begin by describing the intricacies of Traditional
Ecological Knowledge and Indigenous science in Southeast Alaska. By doing this, I hope to
show how instrumental these Indigenous communities are to the protection of the forest and in
exchange, how vital the forest is for their survival and livelihood. I will offer brief histories of
the Tlingit, Tsimshian, and Haida peoples in relation to the Tongass and its management, along
with how these Indigenous peoples have been fighting for the recognition of their worlds.

5

Holly Harris was a staff attorney for Earthjustice until 2019, working specifically with Alaskan
communities to protect their environment.
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In the second section, I will explore the extent of ecological entanglement in the Tongass
through the lens of Western scientific paradigms. This entangled analysis will focus on the vital
role of salmon in the forest and how a singular species enlivens an entire ecosystem. I will then
demonstrate the precariousness of the Tongass ecosystem by describing the effects of climate
change and other forms of environmental degradation on salmon and thus, the rest of the forest.
Through this specific ecological analysis, I hope to display how Western Ecological Knowledge
can be a useful auxiliary to Traditional Ecological Knowledge if conducted correctly.
The third section will provide a more in depth description and synthesis of the various
tensions, most of which are political, in the Tongass National Forest. Among these political
tensions are the implications of the “National Forest” designation, the economic and
environmental aspects of the Roadless Rule debate, and the viewpoints of local, state, and
national politicians regarding the protection of the Tongass. A key idea throughout this section
will be the issue of environmentalism as a partisan issue in the United States and how it came to
be this way.
To conclude this interdisciplinary analysis of the Tongass National Forest, I will attempt
to answer the question that began this research: How can the interface of Traditional Ecological
Knowledge and Western Ecological Knowledge be utilized for an ethical and responsible
conservation regime in the Tongass? Using the key elements of the previous chapters, I will
review what exactly this interface looks like and propose a site specific conservation policy that
incorporates both forms of knowledge and accounts for the notions of entanglement, reciprocity,
and the multiplicity of worlds suggested by a multispecies framework.
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Figure 1: A map of the Tongass National Forest. Image from Kevin Powell of Anchorage Daily
News. Accessed:
https://www.adn.com/alaska-news/2020/12/23/new-roadless-rule-lawsuit-seeks-to-restore-enviro
nmental-protections-for-tongass-national-forest/.
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Figure 2: Former President Donald Trump and Alaskan Governor Mike Dunleavy aboard Air
Force One discussing the Tongass’s exemption from the Roadless Rule on June 26, 2019. Photo
by Sheila Craighead for The White House. Accessed:
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/trump-alaska-deregulation-tongass-forestbristol-bay-pebble-mine-1044655/.
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Figure 3: An old-growth section of the Tongass National Forest where the ecosystem is most
intact. Accessed:
https://www.msn.com/en-us/travel/tripideas/an-ancient-forest-in-alaska-loses-environmental-prot
ections/ar-BB1axomr.
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Figure 4: A black bear and a bald eagle sharing a tree in the Tongass National Forest. Photo by
the United States Forest Service. Accessed:
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/article/tongass-national-forest-americas-last-climate-sanctuary/.
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Chapter One:
Traditional Ecological Knowledge

“The way we treat the land is a direct reflection of how we treat one another and vice versa. I
think that we’re ill, for lack of a better term, and the Tongass is a really unique opportunity to
help heal that.” - Heather Evoy, member of the Tlingit and Tsimshian Indigenous groups6

Heather Evoy recalls that some of her earliest memories were with her grandmother in
the Tongass National Forest. Together they used to harvest yellow cedar bark, pick berries, dig
for clams and cockles, and collect seaweed. These memories, which Evoy calls some of her
fondest, led her to the career path she is on now: the Indigenous Engagement Lead for the
Southeast Alaska Conservation Council (SEACC). As a member of the Tlingit and Tsimshian
Indigenous groups, Evoy works to advance the voices and knowledges of other Indigenous
peoples in the Tongass to aid in conservation efforts. The deep connection with the Tongass
landscape instilled in her from such a young age by Evoy’s grandmother is apparent in her daily
life as she thinks about how to pass this knowledge down to her own children. Ideally, Evoy
would be able to participate in the same practices with her children that she once did with her
grandmother, but, tragically, the Tongass is not the same as it used to be. Now, the clams and
cockles that she once dug up are often contaminated and unfit to be consumed (Evoy Interview,
2.22.21). Realizing that she wasn’t able to share these ancestral practices with her children, Evoy

6
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became committed to protecting the site of her community’s Traditional Ecological Knowledge:
the Tongass.
These experiences that Evoy shared with her grandmother worked to strengthen the deep
connection to the Tongass landscape that she has now (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). As these
traditions are passed down from generations, Indigenous ancestries are elongated, creating a ten
thousand year long tie to the Tongass rainforest (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). To contextualize this,
SEACC Staff Scientist Guy Archibald pointed out that ten thousand years ago, “Europeans were
just then setting the first blocks of the walls of Jericho” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). While the
Tlingit peoples have been in Southeast Alaska for approximately ten thousand years (some
estimates go so far as thirteen thousand years),7 they were joined by members of the Haida
Indigenous group who migrated north from British Columbia onto the southern end of Prince of
Wales Island in the early eighteenth century (Crone and Mehrkens 2013, 90). After contact with
European settlers in 1887, about eight-hundred Tsimshian peoples followed William Duncan, an
English Anglican missionary, westward from British Columbia to establish a new village on an
island in the Tongass (Crone and Mehrkens 2013, 91). Since then, Southeast Alaskan Haida and
Tsimshian peoples have expanded outward from their ancestral islands and all three groups share
the land jointly.
There is limited literature on Southeast Alaskan Indigenous peoples, especially Southeast
Alaskan Haida and Tsimshian peoples, so here I will focus on the southern Tlingit peoples. Even
then, most ethnographic work regarding the Tlingit peoples has been conducted north of the
Tongass (Langdon 2015, 325). Despite a lack of ethnographic attention, the southern Tlingit
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In 1996, human skeletal remains were found in Southeast Alaska on Prince of Wales Island, dating back
to 8350 B.C. (Tittensor 2016, 59). To put this in perspective, 8350 B.C. was about 10,370 years ago.
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peoples have a significant history that is quintessential to understanding the importance of the
Tongass National Forest as a cultural and ecological site. I will attempt to convey the importance
of Traditional Ecological Knowledge, specifically that of the Tlingit peoples, but this is a near
impossible feat considering Tlingit culture and knowledge is not monolithic and any description
of Traditional Ecological Knowledge is inherently reductive given its complexity and
relationality (Thornton 2008, 6 and 191). Even the means of describing this knowledge is highly
relational; my use of the word “traditional” in Traditional Ecological Knowledge does not retain
its conventional perception of being intrinsically rooted in the past and opposed to change.
Rather, in this context, it means to be relatively untouched by Western colonial influences (Kan
2015, 509). Rather than trying to illustrate the exact nature of Tlingit ecological knowledge and
employ that generalized depiction as a reason for why all Traditional Ecological Knowledge is
valuable, I intend for my analysis to be, in the words of anthropologists Ray Barnhardt and
Angayuqaq Oscar Kawagley, “indicative, not definitive” and to “represent tendencies rather than
fixed traits” (Barnhardt and Kawagley 2005, 10-11). To indicate these tendencies, in this chapter
I will examine the engagement between the past’s continuous existence, the present’s
land-human entanglement, and the future’s potential environmental degradation that is
fundamental to the Tlingit peoples’ Traditional Ecological Knowledge in the Tongass.
In order to properly exemplify this knowledge and how it differs from other worldviews,
it is necessary to discuss the theoretical framework responsible for the use of the term “Western.”
As noted in the introduction, there is a dominant “one-world” perspective endemic to Western
science that universalizes, separates, and exploits the environment and forges the
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anthropo-not-seen (de la Cadena 2015).8 Universalizing and standardizing nature, or any entity,
is, according to Barnhardt and Kawagley, an innate feature of “Western bureaucratic forms of
organization” and is “in direct conflict with social structures and practices in Indigenous
societies, which tend toward collective decision-making, extended kinship structures, ascribed
authority vested in elders, flexible notions of time, and traditions of informality in everyday
affairs” (Barnhardt and Kawagley 2005, 13). Barnhardt and Kawagley also refer to this notion of
a one-world as a Western “monocultural” system (Barnhardt and Kawagley 2005, 10). As such,
when I use the term “Western society” or “Western world,” I mean to imply the universalizing
tendencies of the one-world that is often at odds with Indigenous perceptions of
existence—specifically those of the Tlingit peoples who call the Tongass their ancestral home.
Living with a landscape for thousands of years provides a group of people with an
extensive and intimate knowledge of their environment. For the Tlingit peoples in the Tongass
National Forest, this relationship with the land is especially profound given not only the
longevity of their habitation but also the dynamism of the Tongass’ marine-terrestrial ecosystem.
This dynamism is not new, according to Dr. Thomas F. Thornton, who is one of the top
anthropologists focusing on the Tlingit peoples and their geographic knowledge (Thornton
Interview, 2.22.21).9 Thornton asserted that the Tongass environment has withstood extensive
changes dating back to the Little Ice Age, lasting from the fourteenth century to the
8

To remind, the anthropo-not-seen is the relegation to compartmentalization and thus invisibility of the
worlds that don’t make explicit divisions between human and non-human beings, working to advance the
pro-universalization agenda of the one-world (de la Cadena 2015).
9
Dr. Thomas F. Thornton has published numerous articles about Tlingit culture and lifeways, and a book
entitled Being and Place among the Tlingit (2008). Cited in almost every academic article I read about
Tlingit peoples, Dr. Thornton’s work is renowned among anthropologists studying Southeast Alaska. He
taught at Oxford University before becoming the Dean of Arts and Sciences at the University of Alaska
Southeast. Currently, Dr. Thornton is the director of the Alaska Coastal Rainforest Center where he
continues his Tongass work while still teaching at the University of Alaska Southeast.
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mid-nineteenth century, and even the end of the “big” ice age—known as the Wisconsin
glaciation—some twelve-thousand years ago, so the fact that Tlingit ancestors “have lived
through that and have oral traditions that reference that is really unique” (Thornton Interview,
2.22.21). This sentiment echoes Heather Evoy: “Our deep connection with the land is
amazing—time can be a loose construct, but when you put it in relation to people and their
relationship with the land, it’s astonishing” (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). To call it “astonishing” is
to put it lightly; the Tlingit peoples have been in Southeast Alaska long enough to literally see
glaciers come and go. In fact, the Tlingit name for Glacier Bay, a national park that sits directly
above the Tongass, is “Sit’ Eeti Gheeyi,” which translates to “the bay in place of the glacier,”
exemplifying how they’ve witnessed the landscape change from glacial to aquatic (U.S. National
Park Service 2019). This continuity and connection with the landscape is at the epicenter of
southern Tlingit Traditional Ecological Knowledge and their scientific practices.
Tlingit Traditional Ecological Knowledge is deeply entangled with the specificity of the
Tongass landscape, forming an identity that is reliant on the intricacies of the forest. Thornton
notes that there are two important geographies for the Tlingit peoples: the physical geography of
the environment and the social geography (Thornton 1997, 305). The symbolic connection
between these two geographies is how the Tlingit peoples refer to a location, or a location’s
“place-name” (Thornton 1997, 305). A place-name is essentially what it sounds like—a
location’s name that is based on its physical or social place. The use of place-names in Tlingit
culture are an embodiment of their entanglement with the landscape as physical locations are
named after events, appearance, and customary social uses (Langdon 2015, 343). For example,
an island off the coast of the Tongass called Hazy Island has two Tlingit place-names, both of
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which reference its physical location and customary use. The first place-name is “Deiki Noow”
which roughly translates to “Far Out Fort” (Langdon 2015, 341). The word “noow” is typically
used by Tlingit peoples to reference a locale that is separate from a village and located on a steep
island whereas the word “deiki” is used to indicate something that is offshore and far away
(Langdon 2015, 339). Hazy Island is also known as “Sdaalk’ Kinaahaat,” translating to “No
place to anchor” (Langdon 2015, 341). This place-name tells people that anchoring off-shore of
Hazy Island, which is frequented for its abundance of seagull eggs, is dangerous due to its rocky
nature and if done, one’s boat can become unanchored and drift away (Langdon 2015, 342).
Through these place-names, Tlingit peoples are culturalizing their space and reversely,
spacializing their culture (Thornton 2008, 8). In other words, each becomes embedded in the
other, transforming both the people and the land into one entanglement.
These examples illustrate that place-names serve as the language of the Tongass
landscape, providing essential information about the forest’s conditions. Similarly, clans—the
most basic units of Tlingit social structure and identity (Thornton 1997, 296)—are also identified
through place-names that specify where the clan originated or a major event that defined the
clan, evoking senses of belonging to the landscape and the physical situatedness of identity
(Thornton 1997, 297-98). One Tlingit clan, the T’akdeitaan clan, means “residents of
Takdeinx’áat’” with Takdeinx’áat’ meaning “Toward the Side Island” (Thornton 1997, 297).
Another clan is called the Kaagwaantaan clan which means “Burned House People”—a direct
reference to the burning of a clan house that shaped their group and individual identity (Thornton
1997, 297-98). Place-names, as a defining entity in Tlingit culture, help them interanimate with
the Tongass. Referencing anthropologist Keith Basso (1996), Thornton describes interanimation
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as the inter-species processes that “enliven people in places and places in people” (Thornton
2008, 4). place-names serve as an important mechanism for maintaining a strong sense of place,
but according to Thornton, if this strong sense of place is to persist, it’s not enough to just know
the landscape’s language and its Indigenous names: “You also have to be interacting with the
places, and then that way you’re continuing to animate the name and the place as a living cultural
landscape and it’s continuing to animate your sense of identity—who you are, how you make a
living, and how you think about yourself in relation to your environment and that continued
engagement and dialogue is extremely important” (Thornton Interview, 2.22.21). By
interanimating the places and the names, Tlingit peoples are constantly evolving and so are their
senses of place—these interactive relationships and place-names are not static but adaptive as
new names are generated and placed atop of old names (Thornton Interview, 2.22.21).
Place-names comprise an essential part of Tlingit Traditional Ecological Knowledge and indicate
the extent of identity-land entanglement; certain places have a fully realized identity, producing a
strong human-forest relationship founded in an extensive and thorough understanding of the
Tongass as a sentient and knowledgeable being.
The Tlingit peoples’ ecological knowledge is embodied in many forms, like place-names,
and is instilled generationally through stories. These stories are referred to as “myths,” but they
are hardly fictional or fantastical as myths typically are in Euro-American culture. Frederica de
Laguna, the most influential anthropologist who studied the Tlingit peoples, clarified that in
Tlingit culture, the concept of “fiction” does not exist—myths serve as a vessel for lived
experiences and events, not for made-up entertainment (de Laguna 1972a, 210). Given this
inherent truth to Tlingit myths, the ecological knowledge ingrained in this mode of
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communication is incredibly valuable given its survivance.10 Many Tlingit stories revolve around
Raven who is understood as the Creator of life in Tlingit culture. In these myths, Raven creates
freshwater and geographic features, disperses plants throughout Southeast Alaska, and returns
the movement of the tides (de Laguna 1972b). Despite being centuries old, these myths inform
Tlingit peoples today on how to relate to their surroundings, acting as a “bridge between the old
traditional ways and the new life” (de Laguna 1972b, 842). In other words, these mythologies,
especially those relating to Raven, help produce the ways in which Tlingit peoples live and
understand the world today, demonstrating the long-standing ancestral linkage to Southeast
Alaska and the Tongass (Langdon 2015, 320).
A specific Raven myth that is especially pertinent to conceptions of the Tongass is that of
the creation of freshwater, as mentioned previously. The myth recounts Raven’s journey to the
island of Deiki Noow, where the only freshwater well was located, with the goal of gathering
water for the community on the mainland. Guarded by an old lady in her house,11 Raven had to
deceive the old lady by telling her stories until she fell asleep so he could steal the water. Once
she fell asleep, Raven guzzled as much water as he could and tried to escape through the
chimney, but since he was full of so much water, he didn’t immediately fit through the chimney
opening. The old lady woke up and Raven finally got through the chimney and flew back to the
mainland. As he was flying back, he kept spilling the water given the amount he had consumed
and was carrying. The water that dropped from his beak became the rivers, streams, and lakes

10

Indigenous scholar Gerald Vizenor describes “survivance” as: “an active sense of presence over
absence, deracination and oblivion; survivance is the continuance of stories, not a mere reaction, however
pertinent. Survivance is greater than the right of a survivable name” (Vizenor 2009, 85).
11
While the premise and rest of the details remain the same, some versions of this myth say that it was an
old man rather than an old woman guarding the freshwater well (de Laguna 1972, 847).
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that cover the Tongass and provide all species with livelihood (Langdon 2015, 329-30). This
creation myth can be considered one of the most important to Tlingit peoples as freshwater is
vital to the Tongass and the species, like salmon, that Indigenous communities rely on.
Another Tlingit myth exemplifies just how entangled the Tongass species are with one
another. This myth tells the story of a man who went to the same island, Deiki Noow, to collect
seagull eggs when a storm hit and destroyed his canoe. Stranded on the island, the man struggled
to think of ways to get home. Eventually, his thoughts became so overwhelming that a seagull
understood them and communicated to him that if he wanted to get off the island and return
home, he should go see the sea lion chief who lived in a cave underwater. Without any other
options, the man complied and went to visit the sea lion chief. The sea lion chief told him to
create a balloon out of an old sea lion skin sitting in the cave and to climb atop of the balloon
into the ocean. The only other instruction that the sea lion chief gave the man was to think only
about where he wanted to go and not about where he had been. The man did as he was told and
tried to think only of where he wanted to be—his home—but failed several times as memories of
Deiki Noow kept appearing. On his fourth attempt, he managed to only think about where he
wanted to be and suddenly woke up back in his village (Langdon 2015, 344-45). According to
Langdon, this myth “implicates traditional Tlingit concepts of spirituality and relationship across
time, space, and species” (2015, 343). Through these Raven and multispecies myths, Tlingit
ecological knowledge can be understood as a knowledge that persists throughout time, entangles
inter-species livelihoods, and contextualizes current peoples in their ancestral land.
The existential endurance of Tlingit place-names and myths represents the significance of
generational place-knowledge and its ability to inform current peoples about their past, present,
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and future. These forms of knowledge are inseparably interconnected with each other, the land,
and Tlingit identities and through this entanglement and the various representations of
temporality, the past almost always plays a role in the present—and thus, the future—realities for
Tlingit peoples in Southeast Alaska. Even though the past is fixed and unchangeable, this does
not mean Tlingit ecological knowledge is static or unadaptable in any shape or form. Just as
place-names are given new identities as time goes on and circumstances change, Indigenous
science evolves as the holders of this knowledge adapt to the changing world (Barnhardt and
Kawagley 2005, 11). To survive in a region for as long as they have, Tlingit peoples had to
constantly adapt their lifeways to the changing physical and social geography of Southeast
Alaska, as exemplified by the passage of time in Glacier Bay’s place-name, ultimately making
their knowledge the opposite of static.
As Tlingit Traditional Ecological Knowledge has existed and been shared for centuries, it
can be read as a form of long term data that could not possibly be recreated (Archibald Interview,
2.23.21). Guy Archibald, who is intimately familiar with Tlingit culture and knowledge,
remarked that “Just because this knowledge may not have been written down or was passed
down through oral stories does not mean it’s inaccurate. If you’ve watched how the oral stories
have been passed down, you see that they have to repeat those stories word for word and the
inflections and everything until it’s just word for word for word. So it’s just as accurate as any
written record since it spans the timeline going back ten thousand years” (Archibald Interview,
2.23.21). Thornton also clarified this common misconception: “Traditional Ecological
Knowledge is often dismissed as anecdotal, but if you get enough anecdotes, that’s equivalent to
data” (Thornton Interview, 2.22.21). In fact, the Tlingit peoples’ knowledge of their ecosystem is
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so acute that in the Raven creation myths, the moon is often referred to as “yu qís̓ kuqék,” or “in
charge of the tides” (de Laguna 1972b, 848). Additionally, the Tlingit peoples have
long-standing scientific practices that are equivalent to those of Western scientists. For example,
Tlingit peoples in the past and present place the seagull eggs they’ve collected into a bucket of
saltwater to check the egg’s stage of maturation. If the egg floats, that means a chick is
developing, but if the egg sinks, it is in the early stage of development where it is still liquid with
a yolk (Langdon 2015, 352).
Through traditional practices, Tlingit pasts remain in Tlingit presents. However, Tlingit
futures are also always involved in this synergistic relationship. Tlingit peoples in the Tongass
have customs to preserve resources so future generations can be sustained. When harvesting
seagull eggs, an entire nest is never depleted—at least one is always left behind so seagulls can
continue to thrive and provide sustenance in the future (Langdon 2015, 352). A similar practice
is applied to salmon fishing as well: the first salmon to arrive in the Tongass’ streams are always
left alone since they’re the breeders. Some years, when salmon returns are especially low, these
first salmon are still untouched, even if it means there’s less food on the table (Archibald
Interview, 2.23.21). This long term thinking regarding the future generations of all
species—human and non-human beings—requires a level of tough decision making that is rarely
found in Western-capitalist societies who often prioritize short-term economic gain over a
sustainable future for subsequent generations. On the topic of continued logging in the Tongass,
Joel Jackson, president of the Organized Village of Kake—a small village embedded in the
Tongass—and member of the Tlingit and Haida Indigenous groups, emphasized that “the
negative impacts to our forest far outweigh any immediate economic value that is derived
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according to Western capitalist systems” (Jackson 2020a; see Figure 5). Keeping inline with
notions of multi-temporality, Jackson added that his community “is not interested in short-term
profit, exploiting what we have to create gains for the next 10-50 years; we are planning for the
next 10,000 years of prosperity” (Jackson 2020a). This is yet another example of how the
Indigenous peoples in the Tongass have achieved a balance of sustenance and respect with the
forest, sustaining them and the landscape for thousands of years.
The Tlingit peoples’ consistent awareness of how they and the Tongass are situated
within the past, present, and future implicates notions of continuity, entanglement, and
consideration. Heather Evoy’s own story about her time spent in the Tongass with her
grandmother exhibits this multi-temporal, multi-generational thinking and existence. Evoy’s
present self, aware of her entanglement with the ecosystem, is influenced by the continuity of
lessons her grandmother taught her in the past and she demonstrates her concern over her
inability to pass this knowledge on to her children in the future due to the degradation of the
ecosystem. While just representing a fraction of the Tlingit peoples’ Traditional Ecological
Knowledge, this type of knowledgeable longevity of the landscape, awareness of one’s own role
in the ecosystem, and consideration for whom may exist in future generations comprises one
reason why Indigenous science and knowledge is so vital to not just life in the Tongass National
Forest, but life everywhere.
In their article “Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Alaska Native Ways of Knowing”
(2005), Barnhardt and Kawagley quote Indigenous author Marie Battiste (2002, 5) to clarify why
Traditional Ecological Knowledge is so important for the Western world to acknowledge.
Battiste says: “As a concept, Indigenous knowledge benchmarks the limitations of Eurocentric
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theory—its methodology, evidence, and conclusions…” and that “Indigenous knowledge fills the
ethical and knowledge gaps in Eurocentric education, research, and scholarship” (Barnhardt and
Kawagley 2005, 16). These gaps in understanding can most easily be understood as a product of
a disconnect with the land common to settler societies. The Tlingit peoples of Southeast Alaska
are spiritually bound to the Tongass as their place-names and myths perpetuate their ancestors’
existence, resulting in a thoughtful engagement and familial tie to the land (Thornton Interview,
2.22.21). Considering the Tlingit peoples are, as Joel Jackson puts it, “the only humans who have
lived as witnesses and stewards to the long life of this forest,” Tlingit ecological knowledge is
unmatched in terms of its care-full-ness12 and sustainability (Jackson 2020b). While the
importance of Traditional Ecological Knowledge may be fairly obvious to some, much of the
Western world does not recognize its existence and significance.
The Western world, or the creators of Marisol de la Cadena’s “anthropo-not-seen,” still
facilitates the erasure of Indigenous lifeways through its lack of care-full attention to these
communities and their Traditional Ecological Knowledge. Certain Western-Eurocentric-settler
tendencies, like the separation of humans from the environment, are oblivious to the multiplicity
of worlds that coexist among their “one-world,” resulting in an incoherency of values and
ontologies. By inhabiting a world that does not allow other world-making practices to exist, the
one-world is inherently reductive as it forces the presence of many worlds into one (de la Cadena
2015). As a physical, cultural, and societal monolith, the Western one-world essentializes all
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I was first acquainted with the term “care-full” from Canadian and First Nation anthropologist Zoe
Todd in her article “Refracting the State Through Human-Fish Relations: Indigenous Legal Orders and
Colonialism in North/Western Canada” (2018). Todd used this term to describe how many Indigenous
peoples’ relationship to their land is full of care but also careful and cautious—the land is treated with
conscious respect and attention.

31

“natural” things into a universalized nature where “nature” is equivalent to “resources” (de la
Cadena 2015). Even those Western environmentalists who seek to protect nature are participating
in its universalization; they are still regarding nature as a resource—not to extract but to defend
(de la Cadena 2015). Since the opposing agendas—extraction and environmentalism—both
abide by a universal nature, those who are recalcitrant to it are made invisible since either side of
the argument has been accounted for (de la Cadena 2015). In the Tongass Roadless Rule debate,
the extraction oriented politicians and corporations are prioritized with Western scientists and
conservation organizations coming in second, rendering Indigenous voices completely
unheard—a process that, according to Joel Jackson, resulted in the “discrimination and
dehumanization” of Indigenous peoples in the Tongass (Jackson 2020b).
The level of incongruity between the one-world’s “bureaucratic forms of organization”
(Barnhardt and Kawagley 2005, 13) and Indigenous multi-spacial, multi-temporal, and
multi-agentical lifeways can lead to an essentialization and simplification of Indigenous peoples
and their knowledge or a total disregard for these complex and care-full ways of existing as they
obstruct the one-world’s ability to remain dominant (de la Cadena 2015). This can be seen in the
Tongass National Forest when the Forest Service, as required of them by law, “consulted” with
the Indigenous communities about reversing the Roadless Rule but ultimately disregarded their
voices. Heather Evoy said, “It’s painful when our elders get up and try to speak to their
knowledge of what is happening and the changes that they’re seeing and the administrative
boards who control these things give them three minutes and that’s it, they cut them off. They
don’t really care what they say, they already have their mind made up about what they're going to
regulate or deregulate” (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). The Forest Service sees the Tongass as a
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resource and any other conception is rejected if it disagrees with their decision-making ability, as
made apparent by the “consultation” process and the agency’s dismissal of Indigenous values.
Even more, Western universalization conflicts with Indigenous existence through the
forces of colonization; Indigenous lifeways are erased as a universal lifestyle—a Euro-American
one—is forced upon them. With the United States’ violent history of Indigenous genocide,
Indigenous peoples throughout the country have lost irreplacable aspects of their group and
individual identity, a phenomenon that Indigenous scholar Vine Deloria Jr. refers to as a
“schizophrenia” (Deloria 1999, 228). This schizophrenia is most readily realized through the
infliction of an alien, Western education that distances Indigenous students from their lifeways
(Deloria 1999, 228; Barnhardt and Kawagley 2005, 10). Indigenous peoples’ ability to maintain
and generate Traditional Ecological Knowledge is jeopardized as generations of Indigenous
peoples have been forced into an educational system that emphasizes compartmentalized
knowledge and is “based on a worldview that does not adequately recognize or appreciate
Indigenous notions of an interdependent universe and the importance of place in their societies”
(Barnhardt and Kawagley 2005, 10). For the Tlingit peoples, and many other Indigenous groups,
this forced compliance with a Western worldview and education meant the deliberate erasure of
the Tlingit language. Herman Kitka, a Tlingit elder from Sitka, Alaska, disclosed to Thornton
that when he was in grade school, his teacher would plaster his mouth shut if he spoke any
Tlingit as the overpowering influence of the federal government and Christian missionaries
“wanted all the Tlingit culture wiped out” (Thornton 2008, 195). Western society typically views
Indigenous cultures and existence in direct opposition with Euro-American ideals of progress
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and modernization, as seen from Herman Kitka’s horrific recollection of his experience under the
colonial education system.
The anthropo-not-seen is, in the words of de la Cadena, a “war waged against
world-making practices that ignore the separation of entities into nature and culture…” (de la
Cadena 2015). In many Indigenous cultures, including that of the Tongass Tlingit peoples,
Western-defined concepts of nature and culture do not exist—an attitude that is directly in
contradiction with the one-world’s universal nature. Vine Deloria Jr. wrote that when talking
about “nature” to non-Indigenous peoples, “there is really nothing we can say in universal
Western concepts that is going to make a lot of sense” (Deloria 1999, 224) as “nature is too
generalized a concept to deal with” (Deloria 1999, 228). This tendency to avoid “explaining
nature” in a detached manner is a result of a familial tie to the landscape where “nature” is not
inherently disconnected from people. For Joel Jackson and his community, this sense of
familiarity and belonging is evident: “Ancient trees in the Tongass forest know our ancestors and
current communities’ names and these trees stand as a witness to the passage of time” (Jackson
2020b). Unarticulated by a set of doctrines or a written constitution, this relationship is “alive
within a community of people so intimately related to a natural environment that the natural
environment shapes the very way they relate to each other and their conception of the world they
live in” and that from this relationship, experiences are not epitomized into a “universal religion
or set of universal concepts” (Deloria 1999, 224).
To understand this worldview and its incoherency with the Western one-world, Deloria Jr.
points to the importance of “kin relationships” (Deloria 1999, 227). Kin relationships are
essential to a multispecies entanglement—it’s “not a relationship of conquest or of imperialism”
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but one in which human and non-human beings maintain a balance and a mutual respect (Deloria
1999, 227). Considering that the Western world obtained its global dominance through
imperialism, and that these practices of conquest are contrary to kin relationships and the
Traditional Ecological Knowledge integral to these relationships, it’s legitimate for de la Cadena
to characterize the anthropo-not-seen as a war waged against Indigenous peoples and their
existence. A foundational component of this war is the colonial dedication to viewing nature as a
resource to extract. The effects of this extractionist worldview is detrimental to Indigenous
peoples as “kinship transforms rivers, plants, and animals into entities that financial capital,
infrastructure, and contamination can kill rather than ‘merely’ destroy or deplete” (de la Cadena
2015). This sentiment is especially apparent in the Tongass National Forest as extractive
industries like logging and mining run rampant and threaten Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian
livelihoods.
Thornton emphasized that “environmental health and communal health were never
separate in Tlingit place consciousness,” so the destruction of the Tongass landscape acted as a
direct assault on the Tlingit peoples’ livelihood (Thornton 2008, 196). As one of the more
devastating extractive industries in the Tongass, logging and its ensuing effects have played a
major role in the lives of Southeast Alaskan communities. In the 1980s, once Indigenous
Alaskans gained legal sovereignty over their ancestral lands,13 many Indigenous communities
started their own logging operations under the belief that if anyone was going to log there and
profit off of it, it would be them (Eilperin 2020; Randall 2020a). Joel Jackson remembers
participating in the clear-cutting of the Tongass’ old growth trees; in an interview with Rolling

13

The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971 returned roughly forty million acres of land to
Indigenous Alaskans (discussed in more detail later on).
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Stone magazine, Jackson said, “After the last tree fell, I looked up into these hills. It looked like a
war zone. I asked myself, ‘What the hell did we just do?’” (Randall 2020a; see Figure 6). The
effects of clear-cut logging were immediately obvious; salmon returns declined,14 moose and
deer vanished, and the Kake community shrunk by nearly half due to food and job insecurity
(Randall 2020a). Marina Anderson, tribal administrator for the Organized Village of Kasaan and
also a member of the Tlingit and Haida Indigenous groups, recalled memories of her father who,
similarly to Jackson, participated in clear-cut logging (Eilperin 2020). She divulged that her
entire village felt the consequences of logging their ancestral land—and they still do. Clear-cut
logging disrupts the ground soil and leads to massive landslides, a regular occurrence that the
Village of Kasaan is still experiencing (Eilperin 2020). Having grown up witnessing the physical,
cultural, and emotional effects of her community’s partaking in their land’s destruction,
Anderson told The Washington Post: “As a culture committed to balance, it’s my responsibility
to bring back that balance from what [my father] had done” (Eilperin 2020). Again, implications
of time and place are represented in these stories of regret as Anderson attempts to remedy her
community’s past by restoring ecological and cultural balance to ensure a viable future in the
Tongass.
Despite playing a role in their forest’s destruction, albeit a short one, these communities
are dedicated to restoring the balance of the Tongass and preventing any further loss of
livelihood. Now comprising part of their Traditional Ecological Knowledge, the majority of
Indigenous peoples in the Tongass know not to upset the forest’s balance in the name of
economic profit. Even though communities such as Kake and Kasaan have shifted their
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The ecological effects of extractive industry on the salmon population in the Tongass is discussed in
depth in Chapter Two, along with the major role that salmon play in the forest’s ecological productivity.
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motivations, there are still attempts by national and Alaskan politicians and corporations to
increase logging in the Tongass by reversing the Roadless Rule. Logging, and other extractive
industries like mining, have severe consequences on the Tongass environment and promote
world-destroying processes like water contamination—a fact of both Indigenous and Western
science.15 Even more essential to the Tongass than its trees is an availability of cold, clean
freshwater. Heather Evoy expressed that above everything else, “our salmon, our trees, our
everything depends on clean water and adequate water flows in our streams,” a sentiment that is
also exhibited in her anguish over not being able to safely collect clams and cockles with her
own children due to the extent of water contamination (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). Akin to the
phrase “water is life,” Evoy said: “Without clean water or adequate water flows, we’re not
anything” (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). Returning to the Tlingit Raven myth involving the creation
of freshwater in the Tongass, we can see how clean freshwater has been valued for centuries by
the Tlingit peoples and through the passing of this knowledge, current generations are able to
understand the importance of clean freshwater and recognize that its pollution is not the norm.
A continuation of extraction in the Tongass exacerbates climate change, both of which
result in decreased sustenance availability for local communities. For the rural Indigenous
communities in the Tongass, the forest acts as their “grocery store” (Archibald Interview,
2.23.21). Regarding this notion, Joel Jackson wrote that “We harvest our food and medicine from
the land—and as long as we take care of it, the land will provide for us” (Jackson 2020b).
Despite the fact that these local Indigenous communities rely on the Tongass landscape for
sustenance, attempts to extract from the environment still persist amidst the climate crisis.
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Western science’s valuation of clean water in the Tongass is addressed in Chapter Two.
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Marina Anderson confessed that “Climate change is hitting us pretty hard” and as a result,
Indigenous officials in the community have adamantly opposed an increase in old-growth
logging as these trees “help lower stream temperatures and provide key wildlife habitat” for
salmon and other species (Eilperin 2020). Thornton echoed Anderson’s claim, saying that for the
Tlingit communities in the Tongass, food security is a huge concern as the abundance and
distributions of “country foods”16 are changing due to climate change and resource development
(Thornton Interview, 2.22.21). An old Tlingit saying, as recounted by Guy Archibald, is “When
the tide goes out, the table is set,” illustrating the reliance that Tlingit peoples—and most other
Indigenous peoples in the Tongass—have on a healthy and happy Tongass forest (Archibald
Interview, 2.23.21). Southeast Alaskan Tlingit peoples are no stranger to a shifting landscape and
climate considering their ancestors have witnessed thousands of years of environmental
change—from the Little Ice Age to the current melting of glaciers. However, as Archibald
learned through his close work with local Indigenous communities, elders “all saw [climate
change] coming, but even they’re shocked at the rapid pace of change” (Archibald Interview,
2.23.21). The intensifying of climate change brought upon by reckless extraction in the Tongass
directly affects Indigenous livelihoods by altering their land and as a kin relationship, a
destruction of the land is a destruction of knowledge and survival.
As illustrated by the numerous Indigenous communities who oppose lifting the Roadless
Rule in the Tongass, the continuation of extractive industry in the Tongass is now primarily a
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Most commonly used in Inuit communities, the term “country food” means the traditional food found
and hunted throughout the land and “in addition to providing nourishment, country food is an integral part
of Inuit identity and culture, and contributes to self-sustainable communities (Robinson 2018). In this
context, Thornton is using the expression to refer to traditional and culturally significant foods for the
Tlingit peoples.
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Western ideal that compromises Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Indigenous science by
subjecting ancestral kin-landscapes to a death sentence. In an article for a regional newspaper
The Cordova Times, Joel Jackson wrote: “Our nearby streams know my people’s lifeline to the
past” (Jackson 2020b). Jackson makes clear here that his community’s relationship to the
Tongass is one of kinship; they are familiar with each other in a way that is only recognizable to
the one-world through human-human relationships. By living with the forest for thousands of
years, Indigenous Southeast Alaskans have an important relationship to the Tongass and have an
invaluable and tremendous set of ecological knowledge that can’t be recreated by any Western
science. As such, this “lifeline to the past,” as Jackson calls it, needs to be upheld through
environmental protection so current and subsequent generations can internanimate with the
Tongass landscape and enliven their continuous pasts and entangled presents to ultimately ensure
a viable future.
To uphold their Traditional Ecological Knowledge and kin relationships, Indigenous
communities in Southeast Alaska have taken matters into their own hands by fighting for the
Tongass’s protection. The first step in this process was to amplify their voices in the management
of their ancestral lands—a right that was partially solidified through the Alaska Native Claims
Settlement Act of 1971. The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) was signed into
law by President Richard Nixon in 1971 as a new approach to Indigenous land-claim policy that
relied on corporations rather than reservations (ARA).17 Through the ANCSA, the federal
government granted Indigenous Alaskans jurisdiction over forty-four million acres of their
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The ANCSA Regional Association, or the ARA, is an association made up of the presidents and chief
executive officers of the twelve Alaska Native regional corporations established from the Alaska Native
Claims Settlement Act of 1971. The goal of the ARA is to promote communication between the regional
corporations and provide further benefits to Alaskan Indigenous peoples.
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ancestral land in exchange for a cease to all future occupancy-based land claims. As payment for
relinquishing their ancestral rights to the remaining three-hundred and twenty-five million acres
of land, the federal government provided $962.5 million to the Indigenous peoples in Alaska
(Burch 1979, 10). To manage this money and the forty-four million acres of land, the ANCSA
required that the Indigenous peoples partake in a collective and corporate ownership of these
assets, resulting in the formation of twelve (now thirteen) regional, for-profit Indigenous
corporations which oversee some two-hundred small, grass-root level village corporations
(Burch 1979, 11). Viewed by some as an act of self-determination and by others as a destructive
turn towards capitalism and the commodification of the land (Burch 1979, 12-13; Thornton
2008, 193), the ANCSA, while very complex, has ultimately brought significant economic gain
and sovereignty to Alaskan Indigenous peoples (ARA; Thornton 2008, 193). In Southeast
Alaska, the Sealaska Corporation was founded to represent the interests of the twenty-three
thousand Tlingit, Haida, and Tsmishian shareholders.
According to the “About us” page on their website, Sealaska owns and manages 362,000
acres of land in Southeast Alaska—representing just 1.6 percent of the Tlingit, Haida, and
Tsimshian peoples’ ancestral land and just under five percent of the entire Tongass National
Forest. The remainder of the forest is either owned by the state of Alaska, the federal
government, or private landowners. Partially attributable to its corporate roots, Sealaska
participated in the extensive logging of the Tongass for forty years until January 11, 2021 when it
announced it would be cutting its ties with the timber industry (Glover Interview, 2.23.21;
Resneck 2021). Sealaska’s actions obviously do not reflect every Indigenous Southeast Alaskan’s
attitude considering it is a for-profit corporation and that people like Joel Jackson and Marina
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Anderson have been advocating against logging for years. However, Sealaska’s decision to listen
to the voices of the people it’s supposed to represent shows a moral realignment. Despite its
participation in the Tongass’s extractive industries, Sealaska, as a mode of representation, is still
a step towards Indigenous self-determination as its decisions are made by Indigenous Alaskans
themselves.
As for the remaining 16.4 million acres of the Tongass National Forest, Indigenous
peoples in Southeast Alaska have entered into a political battle concerning the forest’s sanctity
and conservation (see Figure 7). Ever since the Roadless Rule was signed into law in 2001, both
federal and Alaskan state politicians have tried to reverse the protections it has provided for the
Tongass.18 The most recent attempt to exempt the Tongass from the Roadless Rule was brought
forth by Alaskan Governor Mike Dunleavy when he convinced former President Donald Trump
to release Southeast Alaska from the constraints of the Roadless Rule. As part of federal policy,
the Forest Service was obligated to consult with the Indigenous groups located in the Tongass
and to consider their voices in the possible Roadless Rule reversal. The vast majority of the
Indigenous leaders that the Forest Service “consulted” vehemently opposed exempting the
Tongass from the Roadless Rule’s protections, yet the Forest Service went ahead and approved
the exemption (Resneck 2020). After learning about the Forest Service’s blatant disregard for
their voices, six Southeast Alaskan Indigenous village corporations,19 who previously signed on
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Chapter Three provides an in depth discussion of the Roadless Rule, its actual economic and
environmental effects, and the ensuing political tensions in the Tongass National Forest.
19
The six Indigenous village corporations are the Angoon Cooperative Association, the Central Council
of Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of Alaska, the Hoonah Indian Association, the Hydaburg Cooperative
Association, the Organized Village of Kake, and the Organized Village of Kasaan (Segall 2019c).
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with the Forest Service as cooperating agencies, revoked their cooperation and condemned the
Forest Service for its actions (Segall 2019c).
This decision did not come lightly to Indigenous leaders like Joel Jackson. Rightfully
believing in the importance of his community’s Traditional Ecological Knowledge, Jackson
wrote: “We do not wish to withdraw our expertise, to abandon our place at the table, but it has
been obvious that the table has already been set, the meal has already been eaten, and we were
not invited to partake” (Jackson 2020b). Instead of remaining complicit by allowing the Forest
Service—and the broader United States government—to take advantage of him and similar
villages, Jackson spoke out against this ecological and cultural violence. With the same goal in
mind, a delegation of Indigenous women from Southeast Alaska, in partnership with the
Women’s Earth and Climate Action Network (WECAN) International, travelled to Washington,
D.C. in 2019 to meet with Congressional and federal representatives and advocate for the
protection of their ancestral land by keeping the Roadless Rule in place (Harris 2019). Wanda
“Kashudoha” Loescher Culp, a Tlingit woman who served as the delegation’s coordinator,
explained why she travelled thirty-seven hundred miles to D.C.: “Mass clearcut logging
disrupted every mode of our life” and ever since, “Neither our environment nor our culture has
been allowed to heal simply because the federal and state governments do not prioritize repair”
(Harris 2019). Another Tlingit woman and delegation member Kari Ames said that she came to
D.C. because “Our culture is alive and we want our traditional ways of life that have protected
the forest to continue for generations” (Harris 2019). As members of the communities who know
the Tongass best and have lived in step with the forest for thousands of years, the voices of these

42

women are integral to any decision that is to be made in the Tongass and by refusing to be
silenced by the one-world government, they made their own world visible.
Resisting the transgressions of a government founded on the exploitation of human and
non-human beings is intrinsically a stride towards decolonization—a movement that Heather
Evoy believes is essential in the self-determination of Indigenous peoples everywhere (Evoy
Interview, 2.22.21). “The decolonization framework,” Evoy said, “is really key because it puts
people on the same foundation, the same footing, and allows you to move forward” (Evoy
Interview, 2.22.21). Part of this foundation for going forward, Evoy added, is the recognition and
reintroduction of Indigenous languages that have historically been wiped out by Western
colonization in what is now the United States (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). I mentioned earlier the
story of Herman Kitka and the forces of colonization he faced in the classroom. As a direct
attempt to silence him and eradicate the Tlingit language, his teacher partook in the greater
agenda of the U.S. government to Westernize all of those inhabiting a world other than the
one-world. Violence such as this cannot simply be forgotten nor forgiven; reconciliation can only
come with decolonization and incorporation of Indigenous knowledge into daily life, but as Evoy
related, this incorporation takes “baby steps” and “there’s still a tremendous amount of work to
be done” (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21).
The ongoing process of colonization by the United States is a threat to Indigenous
peoples’ Traditional Ecological Knowledge in the Tongass and their valuable scientific data and
insights. Accumulated through generations over thousands of years, the significance of this
knowledge is wildly profound and necessary. Taking a note from general Tlingit ecological
knowledge and lifeways, we can learn how to acknowledge and honor our pasts which made us
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who we are, to care-fully recognize our entangled role in the present, and to create a viable future
for our kin who come after us. Our relationship with time and land is not linear nor is it limited
to the Western universalization that is ingrained in us—we have the ability to transform the
anthropo-not-seen by animating all the worlds that were rendered invisible and by returning the
agency owed to those whose livelihoods were threatened. This movement towards
decolonization can easily start in the Tongass rainforest but in order for it to work, Indigenous
peoples and their knowledge must be centered when making land-use and conservation policies
that affect the functionality of the forest. This battle for physical and cultural survival is nowhere
near complete, but people like Heather Evoy and Joel Jackson are not wavering. Encapsulating
the overarching notions of continuity, connection, and time, Joel Jackson concludes: “We will
continue to fight for our ancestral grounds, to fight for our culture, to fight for our future”
(Jackson 2020b).
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Figure 5: The Village of Kake, where Joel Jackson lives, surrounded by the Tongass National
Forest. Image from The Salmon Forest (2017), a film by The Sitka Conservation Society.
Accessed: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rm25cRi8TL8&t=1790s.
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Figure 6: A portion of clear-cut land with a sprawling road system on Prince of Wales Island in
the Tongass National Forest. Photo by Colin Arisman for Wild Confluence Media. Accessed:
https://www.seattletimes.com/opinion/save-the-rare-wild-beauty-of-the-tongass-national-forest-fr
om-renewed-logging/.

46

Figure 7: A local protest against the Forest Service’s decision to exempt the Tongass National
Forest from the Roadless Rule. Image from a preview for Understory (2021), a film by Wild
Confluence Media and Last Stands. Accessed:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tF0C7SmLWw.
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Chapter Two:
Western Ecological Knowledge

“The Tongass is a salmon-forest. This title shows the complexity and dynamics of these
interconnected ecosystems where one organism is dependent on its whole surrounding
network of organisms.” - Guy Archibald, Staff Scientist for SEACC20

Guy Archibald is not alone in thinking of the Tongass National Forest as a
“salmon-forest.” Known as the lifeblood of the Tongass, salmon are critical to the survival of
various species—from bears to eagles to people to trees (Hamilton 2017, 0:03:26-0:03:30). This
interwoven system of lives and worlds is what makes the Tongass so unique and of special
interest to scientists everywhere, regardless of their worldview. With over one thousand islands,
fifteen thousand miles of rivers and streams, and 16.8 million acres of Sitka spruce, western
hemlock, western red cedar, and Alaska yellow cedar trees, the Tongass hosts an innumerable
number of species, roughly one hundred of which directly depend on salmon for survival
(Hamilton 2017, 0:08:32-0:08:39, 0:14:55-0:15:00; Edwards et al. 2013, 44; Mohlenbrock 2006;
House 2020). Using Western Ecological Knowledge, we’re able to see just how interdependent
everything is in the Tongass by analyzing how, categorically, each species encounters another.
Given the ecological and social dominance of salmon in not just the Tongass but all of Alaska,
much of this cross-species entanglement and contamination involves positioning salmon and the
waterways they inhabit as the main characters in this ecological story.
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Archibald Interview, 2.23.21
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Prior to any discussion, I need to distinguish between Western Ecological
Knowledge—also known as Western science—and the Western one-world. While Western
science is a product of the Western one-world, they are not the same entities; Western Ecological
Knowledge is an ontology and the Western world is a reality. The reality of the Western world
concerns how people who have settled on a land through colonization engage with their
surroundings as universal conceptions whereas the ontology of Western Ecological Knowledge
involves the methodological inquiry into how the specificities of the world function. Western
science submits to many one-world tendencies like categorization—as seen through the labeling
and hierarchy of species—and has a history of disregarding Traditional Ecological Knowledge,
but it also has significance in its explanation of processes. This chapter does not serve to posit
Western science above Indigenous science but works to illustrate how unique and precarious the
Tongass is in a language familiar to most readers. This is not to say that everything should be
made accessible according to Western society’s standards—instead, my intention is to further
demonstrate how valuable the Tongass is to a multiplicity of worlds.
Referred to as the United States’s Amazon rainforest by the executive director of the
Alaska Wilderness League Adam Kolton and various ecologists, it’s apparent how valued the
Tongass National Forest is by a multitude of scientists (Randall 2020b; Heacox 2019).
Concentrating on the importance of the forest as perceived by a Western audience, the Tongass
has been the focus of numerous scientific inquiries whether this be in terms of the productivity of
its various ecosystems or the forest’s role in mitigating climate change.21 Guy Archibald, an
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The Alaska Coastal Rainforest Center focuses explicitly on scientific research in the Tongass. In the
Center, they conduct studies on stream dynamics, land ecosystems, ocean resources, glacier dynamics,
and coastal linkages—as reported by their website. To learn more about the Alaska Coastal Rainforest
Center and the research they do, visit their website at this link.
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environmental chemist who lives in the heart of the Tongass, is an expert on what makes this
coastal temperate rainforest so unique. First and foremost, he says, it’s an “entangled network,”
which represents just a fraction of what existed centuries ago (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). The
Tongass’s ecosystem, in many ways, produces what scientists call a “positive feedback loop,”
where certain reactions occur that prompt other reactions that in turn increase the first
reaction—as in the classic recycling symbol where each arrow reinforces the other (Edwards et
al. 2013, 54). Take the example used to define entanglement and contamination from the
introduction; salmon feed the bears and the leftover fish carcasses feed the trees which
eventually fall over, facilitating productive salmon spawning which then increases the number of
salmon for the bears and other predators to eat and so on. A positive feedback loop such as this
one can also be thought of through the theories of both entanglement and contamination that are
apparent in Indigenous science.
This process of inter-species dependence is ubiquitous throughout the Tongass National
Forest.22 Each species gives and takes from another, creating an ecosystem that is precarious in
the sense that decreasing the productivity of one organism would have detrimental effects on the
rest of the ecosystem’s productivity. Guy Archibald provides a useful example of this precarity
by describing the degrees of separation in aquatic species in the Tongass. He said that aquatic
organisms have on average only two degrees of separation, so if one species is affected, it has
immediate effects on the other species (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). To put this remarkable
relationship into context, humans are separated by six or seven degrees and each distinct website
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Inter-species reliance in the Tongass is not just a Western science notion; the Tlingit myth of the sea
lion chief exemplifies the longstanding communication and engagement between species, comprising a
key part of this region’s Indigenous science (see Chapter One).

50

on the internet has an average of nineteen degrees of separation (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21).
This is but just one instance of how the Tongass ecosystem operates in unison with every
individual species.
The Tongass represents the interface of a terrestrial and aquatic ecosystem, commonly
known as a “riparian zone.” The 2008 Tongass National Forest Land and Resource Management
Plan23 specifically defines a riparian zone as the “areas that encompass the zone of interaction
between aquatic and terrestrial environments associated with streamsides, lakeshores, and
floodplains, and display distinctive ecological conditions characterized by high species diversity,
wildlife value, and resource productivity” (USDA Forest Service 2008, 4-50). In addition to
streamsides, lakeshores, and floodplains, the Tongass’s riparian ecosystem includes the Gulf of
Alaska coastlines—a branch of the Pacific Ocean that borders the southern curve of Alaska (see
Figure 8). The estuarine ecotone24 that lies between the Gulf of Alaska and the Tongass National
Forest is described as “a place of intense physical, chemical, and biological interactions,”
according to scientists Simenstad, Dethier, Levings, and Hay whose publication is cited by
Edwards, D’Amore, Norberg, and Biles (Edwards et al. 2013, 50).25 In this sense, the Tongass
rainforest is unparalleled in terms of its “distinctive ecological conditions” and biological
diversity and productivity (USDA Forest Service 2008, 4-50). This sentiment is reinforced by the
entanglement of species and reactions—especially the entanglement produced by salmon. Guy
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To review the entire Tongass National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (2008), visit this
link.
24
An ecotone is the area of integration between two distinct biological communities (Kark 2013, 142). In
this specific context, the Tongass “estuarine ecotone” is the small ecosystem between the Pacific
ocean/Gulf of Alaska and the terrestrial landscape of the Tongass National Forest.
25
Rick T. Edwards, David V. D’Amore, Erik Norberg, and Frances Biles are all scientists who co-wrote
“Riparian Ecology, Climate Change, and Management in North Pacific Coastal Rainforests,” a chapter in
the book North Pacific Temperate Rainforests (2013).
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Archibald calls this enormous ecological effect in the Tongass the “salmon conveyor belt of
nutrients” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21).
The conveyor belt of nutrients produced by salmon is what many local Alaskans point to
when they think of the Tongass, referring to the salmon as a “legacy” (Hamilton 2017,
0:18:10-0:18:15). A common phrase in Southeast Alaska exemplifies this sentiment: “It takes a
fish to feed a forest” (Heacox 2019). By any scientific standard, this is indeed true. In fact, the
nitrogen isotope 15N, or nitrogen-15, picked up by salmon in the ocean have been found in the
Tongass vegetation—including the tops of its immense trees some five hundred yards away from
salmon streams (Edwards et al. 2013, 55; USDA 2017). The salmon conveyor belt of nutrients is
responsible for this nitrogen-15 tracing, also known as “salmon-derived nutrients” (Edwards et
al. 2013, 53; Gende et al. 2002, 922). All five types of North America’s Pacific salmon come to
the Tongass to breed: king salmon (also known as Chinook salmon), pink salmon, coho salmon,
sockeye salmon, and chum salmon (Hamilton 2017, 0:03:16-0:03:21). Once matured, which
takes roughly two years, these salmon leave the Tongass and spend up to seven years in the
ocean feeding and growing before returning again to the same spot in the same stream where
they were born to breed and lay their own eggs (Gende et al. 2002, 918; Hamilton 2017,
0:23:31-0:23:38). Out in the open ocean the salmon pick up the aquatic nutrients that are found
throughout the Tongass National Forest.
On their journey home, the five species of salmon have to migrate from the Gulf of
Alaska where they’ve swam among orcas, humpback whales, and sea otters into the Tongass’s
web of streams (see Figure 9). Upon returning in late summer, the salmon are immediately met
by the Tongass’s massive population of brown and black bears—along with predators such as
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otters, eagles, and humans—who have been waiting for months to feast (Hamilton 2017,
0:02:33-0:02:40). After several attempts, a bear finally catches a salmon and drags it to the
stream bank where it either devours the whole fish by itself or shares it with its cubs. If eating
alone, some bears will carry the salmon deeper into the forest to avoid encounters with other
hungry bears (Moore and Hess 2011; see Figure 10). In either circumstance, the bear will leave
behind remains of the salmon which is rich with nitrogen-15, phosphorus, potassium, and carbon
(Gende et al. 2002, 922; Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). These salmon-derived nutrients enter the
Tongass ecosystem and facilitate life through two major processes: direct consumption and
nutrient recycling (Gende et al. 2002, 920). Direct consumption is the most obvious mechanism
in which salmon-derived nutrients enter the ecosystem—species, such as bears, consume the
salmon and receive the nutrients which keeps them alive. Recycling, or what scientists also call a
“bottom up pathway,” is the process in which salmon-derived nutrients are delivered to the
ecosystem’s vegetation via decomposition or excretion from consumers (Gende et al. 2002, 920;
Edwards et al. 2013, 54). The decomposition process results from salmon consumers leaving
carcasses throughout the forest or from floods carrying salmon that have died naturally out of the
stream and into the forest, according to authors cited by Edwards et al. (2013, 54). Once in the
ecosystem, these nutrients assist the life-making practices of myriad species including not only
trees, bears, otters, eagles, and people but also insects, fungi, and other fish (Gende et al. 2002,
922).
Through providing essential nutrients to the vegetation, the salmon nutrient conveyor belt
assists in making the Tongass’s variety of trees as healthy and magnificent as they are. The favor
is then returned as robust old-growth trees aid in an improved salmon livelihood. The Alaska
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Wilderness League explains that old-growth trees along stream banks regulate the water’s
temperature, shading the salmon eggs from the sun (League Staff 2019). Rich in salmon-derived
nutrients, the roots of old-growth trees strengthen and hold together the soil lining the stream’s
banks, giving it structure and preventing erosion (League Staff 2019). Fallen branches also
provide young salmon with shelter from predators and can keep them from being washed
downstream before they’re mature enough (League Staff 2019). As previously discussed, trees
that have reached the end of their life fall across these salmon streams and create essential
spawning grounds for salmon to safely lay their eggs (Gende et al. 2002, 920; League Staff
2019). By providing salmon a safe place to procreate, the Tongass trees allow the nutrient
conveyor belt to continue as the salmon life cycle starts over again. After mature salmon
procreate, their lives come to an end, contributing once more to their world-making legacy as
their bodies decompose and nourish the ecosystem.
The theory of contamination—entangled and transformative collaborations that are
essential yet “impure”—is omnipresent throughout Pacific salmon’s nutrient conveyor belt in the
Tongass National Forest. Through processes of death, life emerges. Without the death of salmon
and the contamination of their carcasses throughout the landscape, the entire Tongass forest
would be jeopardized. Similarly, without the salmon streams being contaminated by fallen trees,
a renewed salmon conveyor belt would not be feasible. An absence of this highly reciprocal
system of inter-species giving and taking would not allow the Tongass to be the extremely
productive and diverse ecosystem it is now. Unfortunately, the Tongass is being threatened in
ways that endanger the five species of salmon and their nutrient conveyor belt, what Guy
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Archibald says would contribute to a “catastrophic collapse of the ecosystem” (Archibald
Interview, 2.23.21).
With the increase in anthropogenic forces of environmental degradation across the world,
previously pristine areas have taken a turn for the worse. In the Tongass National Forest, one of
the most pressing anthropogenic threats is the development of the landscape. While the Roadless
Rule has helped protect much of the Tongass from certain development, the 2001 environmental
legislation never included mining projects in its prohibitions. The Federal Register explicitly
states that the Roadless Rule “permits the construction and reconstruction of a road pursuant to
rights granted in statute or treaty, or pursuant to reserved or outstanding rights” (USDA Forest
Service 2001, 3, 255). The General Mining Act of 1872, which grants individuals and
corporations the right to develop and stake claim on prospective minerals, is included in the
Roadless Rule’s exceptions towards established statutes, treaties, and rights (USDA Forest
Service 2001, 3, 253). Even more explicitly, the Federal Register writes: “Therefore, rights of
access to locatable mineral exploration and development of valid claims would not be affected
by the final rule or any of the alternatives analyzed in the FEIS…” (USDA Forest Service 2001,
3,255). With the General Mining Act of 1872 and the exceptions provided by the Roadless Rule,
mining is permitted in the Tongass National Forest and as an extractive industry, it has major
consequences on the forest’s ecosystem and is inherently destructive to other uses of the
environment (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Included in the effects of mining on the surrounding
environment are soil and water contamination, deforestation, erosion, and an increase in dust and
carbon emissions (Haddaway et al. 2019). Faced with all these consequences, mining still
continues in the Tongass.
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Guy Archibald refers to the abundance of minable ores in the Tongass such as gold,
silver, copper, and rare earth elements as “unfortunate,” since it draws in many mining operations
(Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). One of these operations is run by the company UCore who
currently has an eleven-year long plan to explore for rare earth elements26 on Bokan Mountain.
Bokan Mountain is located on Prince of Wales Island in the Tongass and was previously the site
of the Ross-Adams Uranium Mine (Goyal 2020). Since its 1971 closure, the former uranium
mine has been designated as a Superfund site27 due to the large levels of hazardous materials
such as arsenic and lead that are present at the site (Goyal 2020). Despite its toxic history, UCore
believes a new mineral exploration project on Bokan Mountain will not be an issue (Goyal
2020). Guy Archibald believes otherwise given the already prevalent contamination in the
surrounding waterways: “Bokan Mountain/Ross-Adams Uranium Mine has been leaking
radioactive compounds into Kendrick Creek—” a highly productive salmon stream supporting
coho, pink, and chum salmon “—and Kendrick Bay, both of which are off limits to the public
from radioisotopes” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21; Goyal 2020). If a waterway is toxic to
humans, it most certainly is toxic to aquatic life as well—Archibald reiterated Heather Evoy’s
concerns, saying that locally, people cannot trust or must limit their intake of some types of
seafood due to their toxicity from water contamination (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Ecology
and Environment, Inc. created an environmental risk assessment for a proposed mine near the
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Rare earth elements are a collection of seventeen metallic elements that are often used in technological
devices such as smartphones and computers. Despite its name, rare earth elements are not actually rare
but just hard to find in large concentrations as they are constituents in other minerals (Goyal 2020;
Kobertein and Applegate 2019b).
27
To remedy some of the United States’s most contaminated areas, the Environmental Protection Agency
started the Superfund program in which large sums of money are invested into cleaning up the toxic area.
Once designated as a Superfund site, the area is off-limits to the public as its toxicity is considered highly
dangerous. To learn more about the Superfund program, visit the EPA’s website at this link.
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Tongass in Bristol Bay in which they found that “impacts to the surrounding ecosystem would
expand over the course of a mine’s existence; with noted risks to salmon and their supporting
watersheds also expected to increase over time and space as the mine grows” (Ecology and
Environment, Inc. 2010, 121). Additionally, Archibald disclosed that all the valuable ores in the
Tongass have been gone for quite some time: “With a lot of mines, it was like mining the
chocolate chips out of a chocolate chip cookie and nowadays, with depleted ore grades, you’re
mining the baking soda out of the cookie” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). With little reason to
continue mining yet with full power to, mining operations jeopardize the lives of salmon and all
aquatic species in the Tongass.
Old-growth logging is another aspect of development that threatens the salmon conveyor
belt of nutrients in the Tongass National Forest. As previously discussed, old-growth trees
provide essential protection for salmon through the creation of spawning pools and the
maintenance of stream banks. In the Tongass, logging has typically occurred through
clear-cutting—the process of logging an entire section of forest until no trees remain.
Clear-cutting the multi-level, multi-age old-growth stands is extremely detrimental to the
Tongass ecosystem and its entangled relationships in various ways. First of all, when a section of
old-growth forest is decimated, new trees do grow back but since they grow back at the same
pace, the new-growth forest becomes extremely dense (Albert et al. 2016, 52). With such a dense
and tightly-packed population of trees, very little light reaches the forest floor resulting in
extremely limited undergrowth for species to feed on (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). These
second-growth forests are also known as “dog-hair” forests as the tree density resembles the hair
on a dog, preventing easy access and free movement for those traversing through (Thomas Jr.
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2020; see Figure 11). Guy Archibald refers to the dog-hair sections of the forest as “virtual
deserts,” where the distinctly productive Tongass ecosystem is transformed into one with
minimal ecological functionality (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Through clear-cutting
old-growth stands in the Tongass, dog-hair forests become dominant and disrupt the biological
cycles that rely on sturdy old-growth trees—like the life-succession of salmon.
Clear-cutting old-growth trees in the Tongass also releases vast amounts of carbon into
the atmosphere as one of the forest’s primary sequestration mechanisms is obliterated (Marshall
2020). The Tongass National Forest sequesters roughly eight percent of the total carbon stored in
the rest of the United States’ national forests, an ability partially attributed to the age of Tongass
old-growth trees (Martin 2016). As a tree gets older, it has a greater capacity to store carbon and
keep it from reaching the atmosphere (Koberstein and Applegate 2019a). The Tongass has trees
that are up to one thousand years old and if the whole forest were allowed to mature to this age,
the Tongass and other Pacific Northwest forests could “capture and store more carbon than
almost any terrestrial ecosystem on Earth,” according to John Talberth of the Center for a
Sustainable Economy (Norton 2020; Koberstein and Applegate 2019a). Logging what remains of
the Tongass’s old-growth stands of forest would be devastating to what Western and Indigenous
scientists call “America’s last climate sanctuary,” especially since deforestation is among the
biggest sources of carbon dioxide emissions (Norton 2020; Marshall 2020). On March 31, 2021,
SEACC issued a press release reporting recent findings on the Tongass’s importance for
mitigating climate change. In the press release, Dr. Dominick DellaSala, President and Chief
Scientist of the Geos Institute, is quoted saying that old-growth logging in the Tongass “is
estimated to add the equivalent of 50,000 vehicle emissions each year,” and a continuation of this
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is “a form of climate malpractice” (Russo Miller 2021). A persistence of old-growth clear-cutting
in the Tongass has quantifiable consequences on carbon emissions that cannot be ignored.
Without the Tongass’s ability to sequester as much carbon as it does, climate change, regionally
and nationally, would vastly accelerate and have overwhelming impacts on the species that
connects the entire forest together—salmon.
Climate change is considered one of, if not the most, pressing issues facing our existence
today. Through the release and trapping of anthropogenic greenhouse gases in the atmosphere,
our planet is warming at exponential rates. One of the greenhouse gases responsible for
warming—or what scientists call the “greenhouse effect”28—is carbon dioxide. A global
temperature increase has the potential to devastate the world as we know it, causing a rise in sea
levels through glacial melting, more frequent and intense weather events, an increase in
wildfires, a heightened risk for disease outbreak, water and food scarcity, and mass extinction
events—just to name a few (Bradford and Pappas 2017). The magnitude of existential threats
posed by the climate crisis is far greater than just the Tongass National Forest; no forest, ocean,
desert, city, or village is free from harm. However, by concentrating on the Tongass, we can take
a more focused and dynamic look into how intricately a changing climate affects a particular
ecosystem and its productivity.
According to Guy Archibald, “Climate change is having detrimental impacts on our
salmon” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Across North America, both Pacific and Atlantic salmon
are verging on extinction due to anthropogenic forces like overfishing and climate change
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The greenhouse effect is named after the environmental conditions that a garden greenhouse creates.
Through the release of certain gases that can’t exit the atmosphere, the planet becomes hotter as solar
radiation is unable to bounce back into space and mimics a typical greenhouse where warmth is trapped
inside.
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(Crozier et al. 2021, 2). Within Southeast Alaska, some of the most pressing climate issues
facing salmon and its conveyor belt of nutrients are related to water (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21;
Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). With the Tongass’s interface of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems,
the forest is extremely sensitive to ecological changes given its wide environmental gradient
(Shanley et al. 2015, 156). This climatic sensitivity primarily revolves around three things:
temperature, precipitation, and snowfall—all of which have to do with water (Shanley et al.
2015, 159). In the Tongass—depending on which Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC)29 model is being used—annual temperature increases are projected to range from 3.2ºC to
8.7ºC, annual precipitation is expected to increase from three percent to eighteen percent, and
snowfall is projected to decrease by twenty-two percent to fifty-eight percent—all by 2080
(Shanley et al. 2015, 159). Regardless of the variability in these projections, any change in
temperature, rainfall, or snowfall will have profound impacts on the Tongass aquatic ecosystem
and the species that inhabit it.
With a regional annual increase of temperature, the ocean surrounding the Tongass
National Forest will also warm up as it absorbs excess heat from greenhouse gas emissions (Reid
2016, 17). The survival of salmon, and most other species of fish, is dictated by the surrounding
water’s temperature and for salmon, their survival is dependent on cold, clean water (Shanley et
al. 2015, 162). An increase in water temperature means decreased oxygen levels and truncated
gestation periods for salmon, both of which are detrimental to their survival (Walther 2021;
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The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a division of the United Nations, is made up
of international representatives focused on giving the most accurate climate science and climate change
predictions. The IPCC releases reports intended for policymakers in which climate projections and
models are provided. These projections and models are based on different climate scenarios in an effort to
accommodate whatever the future holds.
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Edwards et al. 2013, 67). Cold water has the ability to hold more dissolved oxygen, according to
the United States Geological Survey, and just like humans, salmon need oxygen to survive
(Muradian 2016). In warmed waters, salmon are more likely to use up all the available oxygen
making upstream migration near impossible while also causing fish-kills and delayed egg
development (Bailey 2020; Muradian 2016; Walther 2021). The typical temperature threshold for
salmon productivity is twelve to fifteen degrees Celsius and if exceeded, salmon functionality
and survival rates are compromised as salmon eggs need cold water to reach full development
(Shanley et al. 2015, 162; Edwards et al. 2013, 67). Additionally, with each degree Celsius of
warming in the water, salmon gestation is shortened by fifty-three days (Edwards et al. 2013,
67). Prior to such accelerated rates of climate change, much of the Tongass’s cold, oxygenated
water came from seasonal glacial melting—an event that no longer happens during the time of
year when salmon need it (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21; see Figure 12).
The Tongass is characterized as a rainforest, so heavy precipitation is to be expected.
However, in the face of climate change, storm events have become more severe regionally and
internationally (Shanley et al. 2015, 159; Buis 2020). As previously mentioned, the Tongass is
expected to witness up to an eighteen percent annual increase in precipitation by the year 2080
(Shanley et al. 2015, 159). With an increase in severe rain events comes an increase in storms
and flash floods, which, according to Guy Archibald, can cause the channelization of salmon
streams, an increase in dissolved metals, and habitat change through erosion and sedimentation
(Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Flash floods caused by severe storms can also flush out salmon
spawning pools, washing away the salmon eggs and ultimately reducing salmon population size
and survival (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21; Edwards et al. 2013, 67). While the Tongass relies on
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substantial rainfalls, an increase in frequency and severity has the potential to change the
ecosystem for the worse.
Regional temperature and precipitation is projected to increase over the years, but
snowfall, on the other hand, is expected to decrease by up to fifty-eight percent (Shanley et al.
2015, 159). Tongass watersheds are categorized by three different systems: glacial melt, rainfall,
and snowfall—displaying the wide range of habitat diversity in the forest (Shanley et al. 2015,
156). Those watersheds that depend on annual snowfall will see a decline in productivity as the
climate warms and snow events become more rare. Similarly to the cold water provided by
seasonal glacial melt, snowfall contributes to the supply of cold, oxygenated water for aquatic
species such as salmon and has effects on soil ecosystems, nutrient cycling, and forest
regeneration processes (Shanley et al. 2015, 163).
Many species depend on winter snowfall in the Tongass, specifically Alaska yellow-cedar
trees—a species of tree that comprises much of the forest’s old-growth (Krapek and Buma 2015,
280). According to natural scientists John Krapek and Brian Buma, yellow-cedar trees are among
some of the tallest, largest, and oldest trees on the planet (Krapek and Buma 2015, 280).
However, Alaska yellow-cedar trees are uniquely susceptible to the effects of climate change
through declines in snowfall and snowpack (Shanley et al. 2015, 163; Krapek and Buma 2015,
280). Alaska yellow-cedar has shallower roots than most large trees which means they need
insulation during the cold winter months from February to April (Evoy Interview 2.22.21;
Krapek and Buma 2015, 280). This insulation is provided by an annual snowpack which keeps
the roots and soil from exposure to freezing temperatures (Krapek and Buma 2015, 280).
Without snowfall, Alaska yellow-cedar trees experience root mortality which can eventually lead
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to full tree mortality (Krapek and Buma 2015, 280). Since yellow-cedar trees contribute to the
Tongass’s old-growth forest that supports salmon streams, an absence of these trees will impact
salmon life cycles. Joel Jackson, the president of the Organized Village of Kake mentioned in
Chapter One, said that with the old-growth trees depleted by logging, streams that used to hold
“so many salmon you could walk across their backs” rapidly degraded (Randall 2020a). In order
to remain one of the largest carbon stores, the Tongass National Forest needs access to cold,
clean water in the form of rain and snow.
Salmon and their conveyor belt of nutrients are vital to the incredible productivity of the
Tongass National Forest, strengthening its capacity to fight climate change. By developing the
forest and making it a hotspot for extractive industries, humans are imperiling what could be one
of our last chances in the fight against the climate crisis. Guy Archibald eloquently explained:
“Nature is very resilient to the occasional hard impact—break a bone and it comes back stronger,
your immune system gets stronger. What nature is very bad at is adapting to continuous
low-level stress. We know what that does to our digestive systems, immune systems,
neurological systems… the same thing happens out in the environment. Environmental systems
are very sensitive to that constant, low-level stress. So what finally breaks an ecosystem down is
that death by a thousand cuts” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Archibald added that “extractive
things like Bokan Mountain are a hundred out of those one thousand cuts,” with the threats
imposed by climate change possibly being the 999th cut (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). The
Tongass’s ecosystem has already taken so many blows and it can only remain resilient for so
much longer. Salmon, as the forest’s nutrient conveyor belt, are integral to the Tongass’s defense
against continuous stress and without them, all species and livelihoods are affected.
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A deficit of Pacific salmon in the Tongass National Forest has dire consequences not just
for the species that rely on them for food, but also for the entire health of the ecosystem. Gende
et al. states that “salmon availability influences population dynamics of consumers via the
consumption pathway” and consequently, species’ populations—specifically that of bears—are
up to eighty times denser where salmon are abundant (Gende et al. 2002, 923; see Figure 13). On
top of increasing the populations of direct consumers like bears, salmon indirectly assist in
supporting inland vegetation (Gende et al. 2002, 923). In addition to salmon, bears consume fruit
from the Tongass and in the process, spread the fruits’ seeds throughout the forest. Gende et al.
emphasizes the role that salmon play in this cycle by saying: “Without salmon, bear densities
would be lower and seed dispersal patterns could be altered, with unknown consequences”
(Gende et al. 2002, 923). Seed dispersal could be perceived as being unrelated to the salmon
conveyor belt of nutrients but through supporting bear populations, salmon uphold the life cycles
of inland vegetation. A healthy salmon population has similarly maintained the human
populations residing in the Tongass. In the documentary entitled The Salmon Forest, Joel
Jackson spoke of salmon and affirmed that “It’s our way of life, it’s sustained us for thousands of
years” (Hamilton 2017, 0:20:20 to 0:20:28). As well as being a primary food source for the
Tongass’s Indigenous peoples, salmon provide key livelihood activities for local fishermen—one
fisherman described salmon as “the lifeblood” of the Tongass communities (Hamilton 2017,
0:19:08 to 0:19:13). Regardless of species, background, or method of consumption, salmon are a
fundamental element of the Tongass, representing the link that connects the forest with all its
species—a relationship referred to by scientists as a “symbiosis,” or a close, long-term, and
mutually advantageous biological relationship between species.
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Recognizing the vital symbiosis between salmon and the rest of the Tongass National
Forest, Western scientists and conservation organizations have attempted to direct the rest of the
Western world’s focus to protecting and conserving this important ecosystem. As the perceived
dominant worldview, it’s important for people outside Alaska to understand the uniqueness of the
Tongass and prioritize its livelihood. Every study and article cited in this section has been from
Western scientists, scholars, and journalists, displaying the already apparent consciousness of the
Tongass for some Western citizens. Environmental and conservation organizations such as the
Audubon Society, Earthjustice, the Alaska Conservation Foundation, the Alaska Wilderness
League, American Salmon Forest, and the Southeast Alaska Conservation Council all have direct
initiatives towards protecting the Tongass—mainly from a Roadless Rule exemption. In addition
to these organizations and similar ones, Western scientists have vocalized their opposition to
further development in the Tongass by asserting how essential the forest is to mitigating climate
change and safeguarding its ecological diversity. Dr. Dominick DellaSala, who was mentioned
earlier discussing the carbon emissions of old-growth logging, is featured in many new articles
advocating on behalf of the Tongass’s environment. DellaSala told The Juneau Empire that
through logging and manufacturing, “sixty percent of a trees’ carbon is released” and because of
this, the Tongass needs to be protected from development (Segall 2019c). DellaSala is backed by
hundreds of Western and Indigenous scientists as the threat posed to the Tongass by
anthropogenic forces is relatively indisputable—if you look at the scientific facts, that is.
Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for aspects of the Western one-world to ignore
scientific data regardless of which world it comes from. The Forest Service, for example, is
notorious for prioritizing extraction and development over true conservation values—a sentiment
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that is reinforced by many one-world powers, especially in the United States. Not only do
entities like the Forest Service prioritize extraction, but many also ignore other forms of
knowledge like Indigenous science, believing that their way of being is the only one. When
beginning this project, I reached out to Guy Archibald under the assumption that he abided by a
Western scientific worldview, but upon speaking with him, it became very clear that this was not
the case. He surpassed my expectations with his incredible attention to Western science’s
limitations and to the absolute necessity for Indigenous knowledge in not just the Tongass, but
everywhere. Having married a Tlingit woman and having lived in Southeast Alaska for several
decades, Archibald is intimately aware of the distinct reliance the forest and its people have on
each other. By experiencing the Tongass through a different worldview, Archibald’s ecological
knowledge was transformed into a way of being and knowing that exceeds conventional Western
paradigms. His Western training as an environmental chemist still comprises an essential part of
his work but what stands in contrast from other Western scientists is his awareness of other forms
of knowledge and being and his active incorporation of and advocacy for that knowledge. In this
sense, Archibald engages with a form of science that entangles worldviews, resulting in a
profound understanding of the Tongass that accounts for its ecological and cultural
abundance—a form of science that needs to be more commonly reproduced.
Archibald, as a multi-world scientist, reflected on his time spent in the forest: “I find no
solitude in the woods, I hear conversations. I hear, unfortunately, weeping and lamenting and
pain. There’s no solitude, there never was for me” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Straying from
a Western conception of the Tongass as simply varying categories of flora and fauna, Archibald
reimagined the forest as a sentient being that interanimates with its surroundings. As an entity
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with agency, the forest laments and weeps for the losses it has suffered, for its kin that have been
killed by humans who situate themselves as the dominant species. Looking into the forest’s
future, Archibald said, “We’re never going to be able to successfully live in step with nature until
we come down off of that pedestal and we just become part of nature” (Archibald Interview,
2.23.21). Until this happens, Western science will remain a product and reinforcement of the
Western one-world rather than a purely inquisitive and illuminating form of knowledge that it
has the potential to be. Archibald serves as an example for Western scientists everywhere as he
prioritizes the knowledge that reflects the Tongass’s life story best.
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Figure 8: The coastline of the Tongass National Forest, speckled with various islands and inlets
that help comprise the forest’s unique aquatic-terrestrial ecosystem. Accessed:
https://www.seattletimes.com/opinion/editorials/stop-the-assault-on-tongass-forest/
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Figure 9: Pink salmon returning to spawn in a Tongass creek. Photo by Amy Gulick. Accessed:
https://newrepublic.com/article/160077/majestic-alaskan-rain-forest-trumps-crosshairs.
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Figure 10: A black bear feasting on a salmon in a Tongass tree. Photo by Amy Gulick. Accessed:
https://newrepublic.com/article/160077/majestic-alaskan-rain-forest-trumps-crosshairs.
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Figure 11: Densely packed second-growth trees—a “dog-hair” forest—resulting from clear-cut
logging. Photo by John Schoen in Ecological Atlas of Southeast Alaska. Accessed:
http://ak.audubon.org/sites/default/files/og_sc_subsection_seak_atlas_ch03_biological_setting_2
00dpi.pdf.
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Figure 12: A glacier feeding cold, oxygenated water into a Tongass stream. Photo by John Hyde
for Wild Things Photography. Accessed:
https://earthjustice.org/features/tongass-old-growth-climate-change.
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Figure 13: A thriving family of brown bears in Anan Creek in the Tongass National Forest.
Photo by the United States Forest Service. Accessed:
https://www.outsideonline.com/2418325/trump-strips-protections-tongass-national-forest#close.
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Chapter Three:
A Site of Conflict

“The state and the timber industry are harkening back to the glory days of the logging industry,
but that’s not where we are anymore in Southeast Alaska.” - Kate Glover, Staff Attorney for
Earthjustice30

If Guy Archibald were to describe the Tongass National Forest in one word, it would be
“conflict”—conflict between the Indigenous communities, the settler population, the politicians,
and the state and federal agencies (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Bearing witness to all forms of
dispute in the Tongass for over twenty years, Archibald is almost too aware of how uncertain the
forest’s future is. From afar, people like myself can empathize with the constant political,
economic, and environmental tension that the communities in the Tongass face, but any amount
of empathy or insight is incomparable to actually witnessing the place you call home being
ruthlessly fought over. Intense and persistent conflict such as this further complicates knowledge
production in the Tongass as outside forces create inhospitable conditions for world-making
practices to flourish. Thus far, the Tongass has been described as a site of specific and
multi-world ecological knowledge, but with the added layer of political, economic,
environmental, and even cultural debate, the forest takes on another identity: a site of distinct
hostility that imperils livelihoods and dictates the forest’s future. To encapsulate the primary
forces responsible for this aspect of the forest’s identity, I will review the events that incited the
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74

most volatility in the Tongass: its classification as a national forest and the problem of federal
management, its preservation under the Roadless Rule, and its perception as a political entity.
These three events are now entangled with each other, highlighting the Tongass’s prominence as
a place of conflict. Unsurprisingly, the Tongass has been subject to this contentious
characterization since its inception as an “American” forest.
Following the 1867 purchase of the Alaskan territory from Russia, the United States
reveled in its newfound access to the region’s natural resources (Hensley 2017). It quickly
became a destination for industrialists looking for fertile new ground, and became known both
inside and outside the territory as a “natural resource colony” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). It
wasn’t until the early twentieth century that environmental preservation was conceived on a
federal level. In 1905, President Theodore Roosevelt officially created the United States Forest
Service and two years later, much of the U.S.’s most pristine forested areas were designated as
“national forests” (Sykes 1997). Shortly after in 1908, President Roosevelt allotted 16.8 million
acres of untouched coastal rainforest in Alaska to the national forest system, establishing the
largest national forest at the time and still to this day (American Salmon Forest).31 This new
federally operated and recognized coastal rainforest is what we now know as the Tongass
National Forest. Initially concerned with conservation, the Forest Service had total control over
how the Tongass, and all other national forests, were to be used and treated. After about fifteen
years of acting as the forests’ guardian, the Forest Service underwent a major ideological shift in
1922 when the federal government authorized the Forest Service to sell portions of national
forest land to outside entities in exchange for equally valued private land (Sykes 1997). The land
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American Salmon Forest is an organization made up of local stakeholders that work to keep the
Tongass and its fish habitats intact.
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that the Forest Service sold was decimated for its timber and thus signaled the agency’s shift
from conservation to commodity logging (Sykes 1997). Realizing the monetary and economic
value of timber, much of the Forest Service’s attention was placed onto building logging-access
roads within the forests to increase the land’s value to potential buyers. This extractive version of
the Forest Service is still alive today and is the source of the Tongass’s Roadless Rule debate.
Before returning to President Clinton’s Roadless Rule, the effects of the “national forest”
designation on the Tongass and its communities need to be examined. Most obviously, having
“National Forest” incorporated into its title, the Tongass is immediately recognized as a federal
entity. Under the supervision of the Forest Service, the Tongass—and every other national
forest—is subject to federal legislature regardless of how regional entities feel. For example, if
the Department of Agriculture, through the Forest Service, decides that the Tongass should be
logged or mined, it will be even if the decision is contested locally. By having a federal agency
be the primary decision maker, the Tongass is subjugated to the whims of the United States
government, which often adopts a policy friendly to extractive industries.
In addition to the commodification of the Tongass landscape, the Forest Service
facilitated the violent erasure of Indigenous Alaskans’ lifeways. According to Heather Evoy, the
Forest Service came to Indigenous settlements in the Tongass and burned down their fish camps
in order to gain and maintain the national forest designation (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21; Riggs
2010). Fishing was, and still is, an incredibly vital aspect of Indigenous communities’ livelihoods
in the Tongass, so having a federal agency destroy these camps solely to retain a title was
especially upsetting, described by Evoy as an event that “still hurts, it really hurts” (Evoy
Interview, 2.22.21). The Forest Service did not acknowledge this violence until 2008 when they
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issued an official apology to the Indigenous communities whose settlements—such as
smokehouses and fish camps—were destroyed by the agency in the mid-twentieth century (Riggs
2010). The demolition and control of the landscape that the Indigenous Tlingit, Haida, and
Tsimshian groups have inhabited for hundreds and thousands of years is an example of the
ongoing colonization of Indigenous peoples by settler societies.
Having such a dominant colonial authority presiding over the Tongass renders Indigenous
ways of existing with and knowing the forest invisible. Since the United States government
resides in a different ontological world than many Southeast Alaskan Indigenous communities,
the knowledge most familiar to the government’s Western sensibilities is considered to a much
higher degree. As a “national forest,” the Tongass is now imagined as a true “American”
landscape, leaving little space for Indigenous worldviews. This can be seen repeatedly
throughout the Tongass’s history as Indigenous voices are ignored during policy consultation and
quite literally silenced—exemplified in Chapter One through Herman Kitka’s experience with
speaking Tlingit in school and having his mouth plastered shut (Thornton 2008, 195). Also in
Chapter One, Heather Evoy described the continuous silencing of her community through the
Forest Service’s disregard for their knowledge and values during environmental consultation
processes, saying that it was clear the Forest Service had their mind made up before hearing what
the communities had to say (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). Presently, this disregard for Indigenous
insights can be seen throughout all the Roadless Rule negotiations.
In the most recent iteration of the Roadless Rule debate, the Forest Service consulted
with several Indigenous groups in the Tongass, as required by federal policy, for their draft
environmental impact statement (Segall 2019b). The consultation process, similar to the one

77

mentioned by Evoy, consists of meetings, hearings, and public comment periods and was
specifically designed to ensure that local stakeholder and Indigenous voices are heard and taken
into consideration. An article published in The Juneau Empire32 featured Joel Jackson where he
expressed his renewed disappointment in the Forest Service: “They listen but that’s about it. I
didn’t really feel like it was a true consultation. They’re checking their boxes because that’s what
they have to do. It’s nothing new, we’ve dealt with it before” (Segall 2019b). The Forest Service
has continuously neglected to prioritize Indigenous voices and ways of knowing despite the
agency’s ample opportunities—and promise—to do so. This sentiment is shared by
non-Indigenous Alaskans as well considering Kate Glover, who moved to Juneau early in her
professional career as an attorney for Earthjustice, said that “the Forest Service did a terrible job
at consulting with Indigenous groups throughout the whole [Roadless Rule] process” (Glover
Interview, 2.23.21). Even with the more recent recognition of Indigenous autonomy, the United
States government still strictly adheres to its one-world views, further relegating Indigenous
populations to the anthropo-not-seen.
There are numerous reasons for keeping the Roadless Rule, but its opponents continue to
make arguments advocating for its reversal. These arguments are primarily concerned with
bolstering the economy through industrial revitalization. Within the Tongass, the drive for
resource extraction masquerades as economic stimulation through industrial development. A
press release from September 25, 2020 voiced Governor Mike Dunleavy’s excitement towards
the Forest Service’s decision to fully exempt the Tongass National Forest from the Roadless
Rule, stating that this decision would bring Alaska “one step closer to opening the door to

32
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improved transportation infrastructure and broad benefits to the people and economy of
Southeast Alaska” (Office of Governor Mike Dunleavy 2020). The “improved transportation
infrastructure” that Governor Dunleavy mentioned are the roads that would be able to be built in
the absence of the Roadless Rule (see Figure 14). Without the Roadless Rule’s protections, new
roads can be constructed, allowing the government to further develop areas within the forest.
Governor Dunleavy’s office also said that without the Roadless Rule, the new roads would
support local recreational and subsistence use, comprising some of the “broad benefits to the
people and economy” (Office of Governor Mike Dunleavy 2020). Included in these benefits,
according to Alaskan Senator Lisa Murkowski (R-AK), is better access to renewable energy
sources, such as hydropower (Brehmer 2020). Underlying all these “benefits” is the desire for a
robust timber industry—Governor Dunleavy’s office explicitly said that the Roadless Rule
blocked “critical access” to resource development (Office of Governor Mike Dunleavy 2020). In
other words, the Alaskan government opposes the Roadless Rule hinders since it hinders
resource extraction and industry in the Tongass.
The Roadless Rule, according to Governor Dunleavy, “dealt a near-fatal blow to the
region’s logging industry” and without it, there would be a significant boost in the regional
economy (Office of Governor Mike Dunleavy 2020). Opponents of the Roadless Rule argue that
a full exemption would provide Southeast Alaska with new jobs and renewed access to the
international timber trade, an absence of which has supposedly devastated the regional economy
(Davenport 2020). Currently, there are only four main logging companies left in the Tongass:
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Viking Lumber sawmill, Sealaska Timber Company,33 Alcan Timber Incorporated, and Tenakee
Logging Company. A reversal of the Roadless Rule would undoubtedly benefit these four
companies as their logging operations could expand further into the old-growth sections of the
forest and provide them with a more stable supply of timber (Stone 2020). Supposedly, if the
Roadless Rule’s protections were to be kept in place, these companies could go out of business
and increase unemployment in the region.
Senator Murkowski expressed that a full exemption, which would open 168,000 acres of
old-growth forest, would not compromise the Tongass’s environment considering the remainder
of the 16.8 million acres would remain protected (Stone 2020; Murkowski 2019). As such,
Senator Murkowski maintained that the Roadless Rule is “an unnecessary layer of paralyzing
regulation that should never have been applied to Alaska” and asserted that “so many Alaskans”
agree that the Roadless Rule is burdensome (Murkowski 2019). Senator Murkowski was also
reported to have said that while improving the Southeast Alaskan economy, “good stewardship
of our lands and waters” would continue with a full exemption of the Roadless Rule in the
Tongass (Brehmer 2020). This is a relatively ambitious claim as good environmental stewardship
has historically been hard to achieve amidst the proliferation of extractive industries like logging
and mining. Claims similar to this one are often labelled as inaccurate yet remain present in
many of the arguments made by the Alaskan government and other opponents of the Roadless
Rule.
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As of January 11, 2021, the Sealaska Timber Company is no longer in operation. Sealaska, the
Southeast Alaskan regional Indigenous corporation that owns Sealaska Timber Company (discussed in
Chapter One), announced it would cease its participation in the logging of the Tongass (Resneck 2021).
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Those in favor of keeping the Roadless Rule’s protections in place base their arguments
primarily on the fact that all the explained “benefits” of reversing the Roadless Rule are
misleading. According to Governor Dunleavy and Senator Murkowski, the Roadless Rule has
affected the Tongass timber industry and caused its decline. While it may not have helped the
industry, the Roadless Rule is not solely responsible. Before the Roadless Rule was enacted in
2001, the timber industry in Southeast Alaska was already dwindling; logging programs in the
Tongass have lost roughly $1.7 billion over the last forty years (Eilperin 2020). There has been a
decrease in demand for timber products in Alaska (Hamilton 2017, 0:11:11-0:11:15) so, contrary
to what politicians like Governor Dunleavy say, there is little need for Tongass timber (Randall
2020a). Guy Archibald reiterated this contradiction when he expressed that the Forest Service
and the politicians and corporations against the Roadless Rule are supporting an already dying
industry (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). The industry is suffering beyond the level of demand,
though. From 1998 to 2012, employment in the Southeast Alaskan timber industry declined by
more than eighty percent (Alexander and Gorte 2014, 3). This decline is even more apparent
nowadays—the industry only provided 337 jobs in 2018, a decline of about five percent from
previous years (Southeast Conference 2019, 12). According to the Southeast Conference,34 this is
an extreme drop in employment from when the timber industry was at its peak in the 1990s,
providing an annual average of 3,543 jobs (Southeast Conference 2019, 12). Additionally, the
Forest Service’s attempts to conduct timber sales costs more money than it makes; federal
taxpayers collectively lose, on average, thirty million dollars a year from the Forest Service’s
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The Southeast Conference is a regionally and federally designated economic development organization
for Southeast Alaska that works to voice the region’s economic standing. The organization meets annually
to discuss and present Southeast Alaska’s economy in terms of numbers and prosperity.

81

failed timber sales (Taxpayers for Common Sense 2019, 1). In 2016, the Forest Service
attempted a timber sale but received zero bids. Two years later in 2018, after reducing the timber
by half in hopes of enticing a wider range of buyers, the Forest Service still received zero bids,
further displaying the lack of demand for Tongass timber (Jenkins 2018; Heacox 2019). Logging
in the Tongass has not been a lucrative enterprise for longer than the Roadless Rule has existed,
exemplifying the contradictory statements made by its opponents.
Kate Glover, a staff attorney for Earthjustice’s Alaska Office who was involved with the
Roadless Rule litigation, explained that the Forest Service’s decision to exempt the Tongass
National Forest from the Roadless Rule was hardly based on sound reasoning. Glover said that
their rationale barely makes any sense given that their goal is to prop up the timber industry and
produce economic opportunities by providing more logging jobs, all of which would not happen
if the Tongass were exempted from the Roadless Rule (Glover Interview, 2.23.21). Even more
contradictory is the Forest Service’s very own impact analysis. Glover said that “the analysis
they’ve put forward shows that even this full exemption over the course of their one hundred
year analysis period isn’t going to provide a single additional job or any additional money to the
communities in the region while it may have negative consequences for Indigenous groups,
tourism, and fishing” (Glover Interview, 2.23.21). Not only would reversing the Roadless Rule
have zero impact on the dying timber industry, it would also have little economic impact on the
local communities and even detrimentally affect them. Joel Jackson told The Juneau Empire that
“[the logging operations] bring their own people, they bring their own food” (Segall 2019b). By
importing their own workers and supplies, these logging companies are not providing any
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economic benefit to the communities that Governor Dunleavy and Senator Murkowski said they
would.
As Kate Glover mentioned, reversing the Roadless Rule to allow for more logging could
have negative consequences on the tourism and fishing industries—the two most profitable
enterprises in Southeast Alaska. According to the Southeast Conference, in 2018, the tourism
industry accounted for eighteen percent of all regional employment by providing 8,004 jobs and
generated eleven percent of all regional workforce earnings, or $249.3 million (Southeast
Conference 2019, 5). Unlike the timber industry, tourism has been steadily increasing in the
Tongass as the years go by—since 2014, the number of tourists visiting the Tongass has grown
nineteen percent, the number of jobs provided has grown sixteen percent, and earnings from
tourism has increased by thirty-two percent (Southeast Conference 2019, 4). This stands in stark
contrast to the timber industry’s 337 jobs in 2018, comprising just one percent of regional
employment (Southeast Conference 2019, 12; Eilperin 2020). Second only to the tourism
industry in Southeast Alaska is the fishing and seafood industry. Economically, the fishing
industry makes up eight percent of Southeast Alaska’s employment with 3,711 jobs and ten
percent of its earnings (Southeast Conference 2019, 5). Both of these industries provide the
residents of Southeast Alaska with far more economic opportunities than logging and both rely
on a pristine and un-logged Tongass landscape (see Figure 15).
In the Tongass, the timber industry relies on clear-cutting old-growth forest since these
trees are far higher in commercial value than second-growth trees (Williams and Burkhart 2019).
Aside from the ecological devastation that ensues from logging old-growth portions of the forest,
as discussed in Chapter Two, the fishing and tourism industries are put into jeopardy as more
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trees are cut down. Tourism depends on having an environment that people will travel hundreds
of miles to come see and in the case of the Tongass National Forest, fewer people will want to
travel to Southeast Alaska if the green, forested vista they’ve been promised is replaced by
barren, apocalyptic-looking hillsides. The city of Skagway—located north of Juneau near the
iconic Inside Passage35—passed a resolution in 2019 declaring their opposition to exempting the
Tongass from the Roadless Rule. In the resolution, it’s stated that “tourism in Skagway, the
Inside Passage, and the broader region of Southeast Alaska is dependent on maintaining pristine,
wild landscapes of the surrounding coastal temperate rainforest and the iconic wildlife it
supports” (Municipality of Skagway, Alaska 2019). With unrestricted access to the old-growth
sections of the forest, logging operations would have the ability to decimate Southeast Alaska’s
most productive industry: tourism. Similarly, salmon and other fish are reliant on roadless areas
of the forest. Heather Evoy said, “We have so many anadromous waterways throughout the
Tongass that you can’t just punch a road in without crossing at least one, so there've been issues
with that” (Evoy Interview, 2.22.21). Road construction causes erosion and sedimentation that
interferes with salmon streams and can clog them, preventing fish migration and other key
ecological processes that the salmon conveyor belt of nutrients is responsible for (Williams
2020). If not for its ecological purposes, the Roadless Rule must be recognized in terms of
uplifting Southeast Alaska’s most profitable industries.
Senator Murkowski and Governor Dunleavy argued for an exemption of the Roadless
Rule on the grounds that it’s what Alaskans want. During the Forest Service’s inquisition into
reversing the Roadless Rule, they received a quarter of a million public comments from around
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The Inside Passage is a route often taken by cruise ships that weaves through the Alexander
Archipelago located within the boundaries of the Tongass National Forest.
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the United States regarding the Tongass National Forest and its protection (Russo Miller 2020).
Of those comments, 15,909 were deemed important and analyzed by the Forest Service. Only
through a Freedom of Information Act request, the Southeast Alaska Conservation Council
(SEACC) obtained the exact data that showed ninety-six percent of those comments opposed
lifting the Roadless Rule (Russo Miller 2020). Just one percent of the comments voiced support
for fully exempting the Tongass from the Roadless Rule (Russo Miller 2020). Within Southeast
Alaska, a similar pattern exists—of the roughly two-hundred Southeast Alaskans who testified in
front of the Forest Service, the “vast majority” were in support of keeping the Roadless Rule
(Russo Miller 2020). SEACC Executive Director Meredith Trainor spoke to these results:
“Americans and Alaskans have spoken with one voice” (Russo Miller 2020). These statistics are
in direct contradiction with what Alaska’s politicians have claimed; that “so many Alaskans
believe the burdensome Roadless Rule is unnecessary” and that Alaskans are grateful to the
Forest Service “for listening to Alaskans’ wishes” (Murkowski 2019; Segall 2019b). If this is to
be considered true, there is an evidently clear and profound distinction between the opinions of
Alaskan politicians and Alaskan citizens.
Governor Dunleavy stated that the decision made by the Forest Service to reverse the
Roadless Rule in the Tongass was in accordance with Indigenous communities and leaders,
saying: “The state also participated as a cooperating agency, as did several tribal organizations”
(Office of Governor Mike Dunleavy 2020). As previously discussed, Indigenous communities in
the Tongass were not satisfied with the Forest Service’s so-called attempt at involving them in
the decision. As an expert on the Roadless Rule litigation process, Kate Glover reiterated this
notion when she said that the Forest Service did a lousy job at consulting with the Indigenous
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communities considering the majority of Indigenous groups in Southeast Alaska were on record
supporting keeping the Roadless Rule (Glover Interview, 2.23.21). Governor Dunleavy did not
lie in saying Indigenous groups worked as cooperating agencies, but this was only temporary.
As discussed in Chapter One, in 2019, after the Forest Service published six possible
alternatives36 to the Roadless Rule, the last of which exempted the entire forest and was their
preferred outcome, six Indigenous governments officially retracted their cooperation on the basis
that the Forest Service was not listening to their concerns (Segall 2019c). In a letter written to the
former U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue, these six Indigenous governments expressed
that their concerns over repealing the Roadless Rule went unheard and that the whole reversal
process was rushed and seemed more focused on “political expediency” than properly addressing
Indigenous values (Peterson and Jackson 2019). According to Joel Jackson, a display of unity
among different Indigenous groups such as this is not common, showing the urgency and
desperation of the situation (Segall 2019c). The Indigenous groups in question did not rescind
their cooperation temperamentally—Kate Glover said that they worked extremely hard to be
cooperating agents but ultimately, with the Forest Service’s negligence, saw no chance for
improvement on the Forest Service’s part (Glover Interview, 2.23.21). This sentiment was
described in Chapter One when Joel Jackson indicated that his community did not want to
withdraw as a cooperating agency and abandon their seat at the table, but it was clear the Forest
Service had no intention of taking their knowledge into consideration (Jackson 2020b). Glover

36

The U.S. Department of Agriculture, in which the Forest Service is operated by, proposed six
alternatives to the Roadless Rule in October of 2019. The first alternative proposed no action, leaving the
Tongass under the full protection of the Roadless Rule. The last alternative proposed a full exemption for
the Tongass and was Governor Dunleavy, Senator Murkowski, and the USDA’s first preference (Segall
2019b)
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expressed, “That’s just an indication of how the whole process went: every turn where there was
an opportunity for the Forest Service to do things correctly and be open to genuinely consulting
with Indigenous tribes, they didn’t do it” (Glover Interview, 2.23.21).
According to Senator Murkowski and Senator Dan Sullivan—Alaska’s other
representative in the U.S. Senate—the Roadless Rule has hindered the state’s ability to build
renewable energy projects, construct highways, and develop minerals (Segall 2019b). This
argument, like the rest, is fundamentally flawed in that the Roadless Rule, since its conception,
has provided provisions for necessary road-building, renewable energy projects, and mining
(Earthjustice 2011). An official copy of the Roadless Rule states: “This final rule will not close
or otherwise block access to any of those [existing] roads; the final rule merely prohibits the
construction of new roads and the reconstruction of existing roads in inventoried roadless areas”
(USDA Forest Service 2001, 3,249-50). As is made clear by the official legislation itself,
existing roads and the projects they provide access to will remain in operation; the only
restriction is the building of new roads for timber access. Additionally, the Federal Register, in its
description of the Roadless Rule, wrote that in accordance with the General Mining Act of 1872,
37

“rights of access to locatable mineral exploration and development of valid claims would not

be affected by the final rule or any of the alternatives analyzed in the FEIS…” (USDA Forest
Service 2001, 3,253 and 3,255). Guy Archibald revealed that in the Tongass, there are roughly
twenty operating mines and mineral exploration projects in inventoried roadless areas right now,
as made possible by the legislature’s provisions (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). The claim that
the Roadless Rule is needlessly burdensome and restricts essential activity is uneducated at best.
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The General Mining Act of 1872 grants any individual or corporation the right to explore for minerals
on any federal land and grants them the right to lay claim to these minerals once found (Ballotpedia).
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Rather than being overly burdensome, this aspect of the Roadless Rule may even be too lenient.
Mineral exploration and mining are commonly known to be highly destructive and dangerous, as
described in Chapter Two with the toxic contamination of waterways.
Reversing the Roadless Rule in the Tongass would also disrupt the forest’s ecology,
despite Senator Murkowski’s claim of retaining “good stewardship of our lands and waters”
under full exemption (Brehmer 2020). The construction of new roads can cause land erosion,
sedimentation, landslides, and pollution, which can consequently clog salmon streams and cause
contamination in the surrounding waters and soil (Williams 2020; Archibald Interview, 2.23.21).
Archibald also notes that cutting down trees, whether to make room for roads or as a logging
operation, can cause wind throw—a phenomenon that occurs when trees are used to standing
next to each other so when some of them are removed, the remainder blow over with the wind
(Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Among the ecological issues that are presented in the absence of
the Roadless Rule is the acceleration of climate change.
The Tongass National Forest is the world’s largest remaining temperate and coastal
rainforest, sequestering up to 650 million tons of carbon dioxide—equivalent to roughly half of
the United States’ carbon outputs for 2017 (Aton 2019). The Forest Service, under President
Trump, claimed that exempting the Tongass from the Roadless Rule would have only a
“temporary” effect on carbon emissions, an argument that has been deemed “misinformation” by
top climate scientist Beverly Law (Aton 2019). The Forest Service’s draft environmental impact
statement for the Tongass claimed that all six proposed alternatives to the Roadless
Rule—ranging from no action to full exemption—comply with the adaptation and mitigation
strategies presented by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (Aton 2019). As
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one of the reviewers of the IPCC report, Dominick DellaSala of the Geos Institute said that
“Nothing in that report supports what [Trump and the Forest Service] are claiming” (Aton 2019).
The Forest Service’s claims that the effects on carbon emissions would be “temporary” come
from an unfounded belief that once logged, the timber will continue to sequester carbon and that
newly planted trees will make up for the carbon stored by the logged trees (Norton 2020). While
planting new trees is always good, it takes hundreds of years for a logged forest to regain its peak
carbon sequestration abilities (Aton 2019). Guy Archibald emphasized this when he discussed
the myth of “five hundred year old forests.” He said that people commonly believe that it takes
five hundred years to grow a five hundred year-old forest, but in reality, it takes thousands of
years. Once a section of forest is clear-cut, the soil is destroyed and devoid of all its nutrients so
in order to reestablish old-growth trees, the ecosystem has to go through the whole forest
succession again—a process that takes much longer than five hundred years (Archibald
Interview, 2.23.21; see Figure 16). From Chapter Two, we know that any damage done to the
Tongass’s powerful carbon sink will, without a doubt, contribute to the acceleration of climate
change and lead to the ecological downfall of not just the environment, but the people who rely
on the Tongass for their livelihood.
The forest-livelihood entanglement of the Tongass’s Indigenous communities also, to a
certain extent, applies to the settler-descendent Alaskans who live within the forest’s boundaries.
According to the Department of Agriculture, ninety percent of households in rural Southeast
Alaska consume salmon from the Tongass (Norton 2020). As previously mentioned, a reversal of
the Roadless Rule in the Tongass would have severe impacts on salmon populations by
potentially clogging salmon streams and causing increased climate change (Williams 2020;
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Crozier et al. 2021, 2). Without a healthy and prosperous Tongass National Forest, those who
depend on it for their livelihood—such as the cultural and sustenance uses outlined in Chapter
One—will be unable to practice their ways of life (Norton 2020). The treatment of the Tongass
environment and ecology has direct impacts on the people who live there, especially since they
typically have very little say regarding how the forest is managed since it’s a federal entity.
Heather Evoy conveyed this when she said, “It’s a hurdle for us Indigenous people and even us
Alaskans to speak out in managing our own resources and it makes it a political game” (Evoy
Interview, 2.22.21). Making the environment and its management a “political game” is a
dangerous trope as it leads to increased tensions among the already partisan political parties.
The politicization of the environment results in an inability for politicians to agree on
irrefutable scientific evidence and ultimately contributes to the growing partisanship apparent in
the United States today. The Tongass National Forest is no exception; a key factor in the entire
Roadless Rule debate has been political party affiliation and the notion that environmentalism is
a political ideology that can be disagreed with. Environmental issues have not always been such
a divided source of contention between political parties in the United States, though. It was not
until the 1970s and 1980s that the environmental gap between Democrats and Republicans
became prominent (Turner 2009, 147). Over the years, those who identify as Republican have
consistently decreased their support for environmental legislative reform, so much that in 1973,
Republicans voted for the environmental reform agenda twenty-seven percent of the time where
in 1994, they voted for it nineteen percent of the time and in 2004, they only voted for it ten
percent of the time (Turner 2009, 147). This trend stands in contrast from those who identify as
Democrats: in 1973, Democrats voted for the environmental reform agenda fifty-six percent of
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the time, in 1994 they voted for it sixty-eight percent of the time, and in 2004, they voted for it
eighty-six percent of the time (Turner 2009, 147). This split occurred during the emergence of
modern environmentalism during the 1960s and 1970s, prompting a new generation of human
rights based social movements that aligned themselves with the Democratic party (Turner 2009,
128). In the face of climate change and increased political polarization, seventy-six percent of
those who don’t believe in climate change because of their personal values are conservative
Republicans where three percent are liberal Democrats, according to Clive Hamilton,38 author of
Requiem for a Species (2010). These numbers are obviously staggering and I share them not to
further the philosophical divide between Republicans and Democrats, but to show the wide gap
in philosophies concerning environmental stewardship within the United States. This gap is
prevalent in the Tongass as well: in a study conducted by the Pew Charitable Trusts in 2019,
eighty-seven percent of Democrats were in favor of keeping the Roadless Rule where only
sixty-five percent of Republicans voiced the same support (Pew Charitable Trusts 2019). Neither
climate change nor general respect towards the environment should be regarded as a partisan
belief yet sadly, it has become categorically left-oriented.
One of the main sources of opposition within this environmental debate is that of
economic growth. Within the category of people who view climate change as a very real,
pressing issue, forty-eight percent identify as Democrats while fourteen percent identify as
Republicans (Hamilton 2010, 109). This group of people prioritizes environmental protection
over economic growth, even if it means jobs are lost (Hamilton 2010, 109-10). The role of
economic growth plays a huge part in people’s decision to support environmentally-friendly
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Clive Hamilton is an Australian academic with a focus on philosophical ethics.
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politics and more so than ever, Republicans are feeding into this narrative. According to Alana
Semuels, a journalist for The Atlantic, former Republican Congresswoman Michele Bachmann
of Minnesota said in 2011 that she wanted to rename the EPA to “the job-killing organization of
America” (Semuels 2017). Similarly, in regards to American economic prosperity, Richard
Darman, the budget director during George H. W. Bush’s presidency, said: “Americans did not
fight and win the wars of the twentieth century to make the world safe for green vegetables”
(Rosenbaum 1991). This remark comes from the belief that environmentalists and their
movement “insists on stifling important technological advances and retarding economic
development” (Rosenbaum 1991), an unappealing ideal to the pro-business, anti-government
regulation Republican party (Turner 2009, 144). Statements and beliefs such as these that are
popularized by major politicians only boosts the negative reputation that environmental
protection has within the United States and works to make the environment just another item on
a political agenda.
Alaskan state politicians, most of whom are Republicans, are commonly in favor of
repealing the Roadless Rule in the name of economic growth and development, as seen through
the statements made by Governor Dunleavy, Senator Murkowski, and Senator Sullivan. This
even applies to some democratic state officials such as Mark Begich, a former United States
Senator representing Alaska and the former mayor of Anchorage. In 2011, when he was still in
the U.S. Senate, Mark Begich introduced a piece of legislation aimed at exempting the Tongass
National Forest from the Roadless Rule, saying that he continues “to disagree with the basic
premise of the [Roadless Rule]” (Alaska Native News Staff 2011). Mark Begich’s brother, Tom
Begich, who is an Alaskan State Senator representing District J in Anchorage, shared with me
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his perspective on his brother’s decision to oppose the Roadless Rule. The Begich’s come from a
long line of Alaskan politicians—their father, Nick Begich, represented Alaska in the United
States House of Representatives. As members of the Democratic party, the Begich’s have a
somewhat unique experience in Alaskan politics. Senator Tom Begich has the environment at the
forefront of his platform, arguing for a decrease in oil dependency by proposing renewable
energy projects (Begich Interview, 2.26.21). Their actions on the environment are where the
Begich brothers diverge the most in terms of political ideology—Tom said in an interview that
while he of course loves his brother and continues to endorse his career, Mark went “too far in
his support for reversing the Roadless Rule” (Begich Interview, 2.26.21). On his brother’s
decision, Tom Begich said: “You can’t just arbitrarily say that development is the only answer
because it isn’t, we’ve proven that. We’ve developed our oil and gas resources and now we’re a
state that faces bankruptcy even though we have billions of dollars in the bank—we’re unable to
know how to shepherd it or use it. For me, anything we do to these last parts of our biosphere or
the last elements of our national heritage has to be done with caution and respect” (Begich
Interview, 2.26.21). Despite being affiliated with a political party that uses good environmental
stewardship as part of their platform, Mark Begich more strictly aligns with his
resource-development Alaskan roots than his status as a Democrat in relation to the Roadless
Rule debate.
The politics of environmental protection are skewed in a way that misrepresents true
motives. SEACC Executive Director Meredith Trainor refuted Governor Dunleavy’s, and the
other Alaskan politicians backing him, decision to exempt the Tongass from the Roadless Rule,
claiming that opening the Tongass to road-building is “less about economics and more about
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politics” (Segall 2019b). As mentioned earlier, reversing the Roadless Rule would not have the
impact on Southeast Alaska’s regional economy that some politicians claim; the regional timber
industry has been steadily declining over the past forty years—long before the Roadless
Rule—and with the Roadless Rule’s exemptions, most infrastructure projects proposed to the
Forest Service have been approved within the Tongass (Eilperin 2020; American Salmon Forest).
Partisan political tension is ubiquitous within the United States, arguably at its highest in the
present day, and the Tongass National Forest is certainly not excluded from this hostility.
As such, the fate of the Tongass National Forest depends on the given political climate in
the United States. Part of the U.S.’s political climate is determined by the dominant political
party affiliation among U.S. voters who decide which leaders will run both the executive and
legislative branches of the government. In the most recent iteration of the Roadless Rule debate,
a Republican and a Democratic federal government have been present. During the first two years
of Donald Trump’s presidency, both the House of Representatives and the Senate were controlled
by Republicans for the first time since 2007 (Frostenson 2016). For the Tongass, this means that
Republicans managed the forest on a federal and state level. President Trump’s 2019 decision to
reverse the Roadless Rule’s protection in Alaska came after Democrats took control of the House
of Representatives in 2018, but this didn’t stop the decision from taking effect since no joint
resolution of disapproval was put forth by Congress within the sixty day period outlined by the
Congressional Review Act of 1996 (Beth 2001, i). 39 With a one-party Republican control of
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The Congressional Review Act of 1996 declared that Congress has sixty days to provide a joint
resolution of disapproval for a number of regulations made by federal agencies. If both the Senate and the
House of Representatives enact a disapproval resolution, the regulatory rule in question may not take
effect (Beth 2001, i).
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Congress and the presidency, Alaskan politicians such as Governor Dunleavy and Senators
Murkowski and Sullivan—not to mention the former Democratic Senator Mark Begich—were
finally able to achieve their roadless dreams.
After Democrats took control of the House of Representatives in 2018 and had a stronger
hold on political power, they introduced the Roadless Area Conservation Act of 2019—a piece
of legislation that would make the Roadless Rule’s protections permanent (Cantwell S.1311
2019). Senator Maria Cantwell (D-WA) introduced the act to the Senate floor and Representative
Ruben Gallego (D-AZ) introduced identical legislation to the House of Representatives on May
2nd, 2019 (Cantwell S.1311 2019; Gallego H.R. 2491 2019). The version introduced to the
House of Representatives currently has a total of 105 co-sponsors including Representative
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and the late Representative John Lewis (D-GA). The identical act
brought to the Senate floor presently has twenty co-sponsors, most notably former Senator and
current Vice President Kamala Harris (D-CA), Senator Bernie Sanders (D-VT), Senator Cory
Booker (D-NJ), and Senator Elizabeth Warren (D-MA). Out of the one hundred and twenty-six
elected officials who sponsored the Roadless Area Conservation Act of 2019, none were Alaskan
representatives and none identified as Republican (Cantwell S.1311 2019; Gallego H.R. 2491
2019). After little action and attention, Senator Cantwell and Representative Gallego, along with
Representative Diana DeGette (D-CO), reintroduced the act in January of 2021—the twentieth
anniversary of the Roadless Rule—to the House of Representatives (Gallego H.R. 279 2021).
Again, not one of the seventy-six co-sponsors were Republican or Alaskan (Gallego H.R. 279
2021). The tension here is obvious; neither Republicans nor elected Alaskan state-representatives
believe in the protections provided by the Roadless Rule while Democrats all over the country
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do, displaying just how polarized United States politics are, especially in regard to conservation
and environmental issues.
While none of the elected state representatives from Alaska support the Roadless Rule,
this sentiment is not as pervasive on a smaller, local scale. Andrew Cremata, mayor of the City
of Skagway, has publicly condemned those who share Governor Dunleavy and Senators
Murkowski and Sullivan’s viewpoint. In an op-ed for a local newspaper The Skagway News,
Cremata did not hold back with his opinions towards repealing the Roadless Rule and those who
have enabled it: “The ignorance of this choice represents a fundamental misunderstanding of this
region and our way of life, and a profound disconnect between our leadership and the
constituents they are meant to represent” (Cremata 2020). The political agenda of opening the
Tongass to environmental development is held almost exclusively by Alaskan state and
Republican federal politicians; as previously mentioned, out of the almost sixteen thousand
letters sent to the Forest Service from Alaskan and non-Alaskan residents, only one percent
supported exempting the Tongass from the Roadless Rule while ninety-six percent adamantly
opposed said proposition (Stone 2020; Russo Miller 2020). Disregard for the voices that matter
the most is at the heart of local opposition to reversing the Roadless Rule in Southeast Alaska.
As Mayor Andrew Cremata said, “If local voices don’t matter, then how can anyone believe the
process was fair to begin with? If the game is rigged towards dollars and cents, nobody can call
these lands ‘public’ and maintain a shred of integrity” (Cremata 2020).
With the heated polarization in today’s politics, an agreed upon fate for the Tongass that
protects the wildlife and the people that rely on its unique ecosystem is not yet realized. A first
step in securing a sustainable future for the Tongass is keeping the Roadless Rule and its
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protections in place so the forest and its dependent knowledge systems can thrive. As Thomas
Thornton made clear, “Roads have been a proxy for clearcutting timber in the history of the
Tongass and that connection needs to be severed” (Thornton Interview, 2.22.21). The last thing
the Tongass National Forest needs is an increase in logging—a sentiment that local Southeast
Alaskans and U.S. citizens across the country hope the new presidential administration will
seriously consider. Kate Glover admitted she is optimistic and hopeful in regard to President Joe
Biden’s environmental decision making and attention to climate change (Glover Interview,
2.23.21). On the very first day of Biden’s presidency, he signed several executive orders, one of
which was to review the Forest Service’s decision to exempt the Tongass National Forest from
the Roadless Rule (Zigmund 2021). This executive action comes from President Biden’s
initiative to review any decision made by the Trump administration that is deemed inconsistent
with the Biden administration’s priorities (Glover Interview, 2.23.21). Keeping the Tongass
National Forest under the protections provided by the Roadless Rule is a “no-brainer” for
President Biden if he intends to keep his promise on his devotion to climate change (Glover
Interview, 2.23.21).
The political tensions within the Tongass National Forest are vast and deeply rooted.
Ranging from voices on the federal level to voices from villages of less than five hundred
people, the political state of the Tongass is hardly clearcut; decisions having to do with the forest
are rarely unanimous. From economic vitality to climate change to cultural significance, the
Tongass inhabits the political realm and unfortunately relies on Western governing systems for
its future livelihood. With such a long history of exploitation on the part of the federal
government, many of those who reside in the Tongass wish the circumstances surrounding the
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forest’s management were different. Heather Evoy indicated the struggle many local Indigenous
Alaskans face with the Forest Service’s jurisdiction over the forest: “The fact that they’re like
‘the protectors’ and ‘the managers’ of this region when there is that really negative history—like
I said, they were the ones who came in and burned down our fish camps” (Evoy Interview,
2.22.21). The Forest Service has routinely disappointed in its attempts to manage the Tongass
landscape—from its initiation of Tongass timber sales to its inability to preserve the Roadless
Rule. As indicated by thousands of people, the Roadless Rule must be kept in place if both
Western and Indigenous sciences are to persist. Exempting the Tongass from the Roadless Rule
is a pure one-world, colonial action that facilitates the silencing of those who will actually reap
the consequences of a demolished Tongass rainforest. Kate Glover summarized the main
intention of this argument succinctly yet effectively: “So there are not a lot of logical reasons for
exempting the Tongass from the Roadless Rule but a lot of good reasons for keeping it” (Glover
Interview, 2.23.21). Among these good reasons are to maintain the prosperity of Southeast
Alaska’s tourism and fishing industries which are its most profitable, to acknowledge and listen
to the Indigenous peoples who wish to maintain their forest’s livelihood, to preserve one of
America’s last climate sanctuaries, and to allow a variety of different conceptual and physical
worlds to exist.
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Figure 14: A map of the Tongass National Forest outlining the current and potential land use.
Image by Lauren Tierney for The Washington Post. Accessed:
https://www.seattletimes.com/opinion/save-the-rare-wild-beauty-of-the-tongass-national-forest-fr
om-renewed-logging/.
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Figure 15: A pristine stream deep in an un-logged area within the Tongass National Forest. Photo
by Andrew Cremata. Accessed:
https://skagwaynews.com/2020/11/14/you-cant-hear-voices-if-you-ignore-sound/.
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Figure 16: A portion of second-growth forest with evidence of erosion, adjacent to a section of
old-growth forest—an ecological state that will take hundreds of years to return to. Photo by Ian
Allen. Accessed:
https://www.outdoorlife.com/story/hunting/tongass-national-forest-on-the-chopping-block/.
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Conclusion:
Knowledge Interfaces and Moving Forward

“I look at Alaska and I think ‘if we don’t get it right here then we’ve run the table.’ There
is no place further West or further North to go ruin, so we have to get it right here. It’s our last
chance. And we have people who know how to do it, we just have to listen to them.”
- Guy Archibald, Staff Scientist for SEACC40

All of those who interact with the Tongass on any level, whether that be familial,
environmental, or political, can agree on at least one sentiment: the Tongass National Forest is an
extraordinarily special and important place. A site of various desires and knowledges, which
often conflict with each other, the Tongass represents a unique opportunity for a specific and
multi-worldly dialogue concerning land management. As Guy Archibald said, “we have to get it
right here. It’s our last chance” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). The Tongass is the world’s largest
remaining temperate rainforest with a distinctively diverse and productive marine-terrestrial
ecosystem, effectively making it of particular value to Indigenous and Western scientific
knowledge holders alike. While not everyone places themselves in relation to the Tongass
directly, we are all tied to a place in some shape or form.
Regardless of worldview, where we are placed, and when we are placed, defines who we
are. The importance of place and time is apparent in all cultures, not just that of the Southeast
Alaskan Tlingit peoples, as we saw in Chapter One. Australian author Tim Winton contextualizes
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Archibald Interview, 2.23.21
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this notion in a far more eloquent and effective way: “I was coming instinctively to an
understanding of the way geography shapes us, but also tacitly giving credit to the weight of
time. When they move in and across a landscape humans are wading through a shared past,
surrounded at every turn by events and processes that will never be over.” (Winton 2017, 138).
The Tongass’s geography actively shapes its residents’ identity, confronting them with the
undeniably vast sense of the forests’ past, present, and future. Saturated by lush canopies of trees
that date back a thousand years and flowing streams that carry salmon to and from their ancestral
breeding grounds, the Tongass’s continuum of time is astounding and possibly even threatening
to those of us embedded in a Western, monolithic world; for one-world residents used to the idea
of total human dominion, “it’s hard to swallow the idea that we belong to nature, tougher still to
be owned by time” (Winton 2017, 138).
With the assistance of a multispecies perspective and an entangled worldview, we are
able to better understand our position of belonging to nature and being owned by time. By
recognizing the interconnectedness of all human and non-human beings throughout existence, we
can achieve a conscious appreciation for the specific places that inhabit our tangible realities and
our formative memories, ultimately determining how we engage with our pasts, presents, and
futures. An enlightenment of sorts, this multi-world realization takes us one step closer to a
responsible and inclusive land ethic that returns agency to the landscape. As the renowned
environmentalist and naturalist philosopher Aldo Leopold wrote: “Obligations have no meaning
without conscience, and the problem we face is the extension of the social conscience from
people to land” (Leopold 1969, 406). An entangled multispecies, multi-world, multitemporal
land ethic needs to be at the epicenter of landscape conservation in the Tongass National Forest.
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Conservation, as the means by which we protect the places and things we consider
important, is wholly decided by our relationship with the environment and whether this
relationship is one of reciprocity or dominance. Aldo Leopold described how an environmental
relationship founded in reciprocity—a land ethic—leads to a humane and productive
conservation practice: “A land ethic, then, reflects the existence of an ecological conscience, and
this in turn reflects a conviction of individual responsibility for the health of the land. Health is
the capacity of the land for self-renewal. Conservation is our effort to understand and preserve
this capacity” (Leopold 1969, 413). A land ethic responsible for an ecological awareness such as
the one described above is not some foreign concept founded in unrealistic idealism. This type of
kinship and engagement with place already exists as expressed in Guy Archibald’s chapter
epigraph, “we have people who know how to do it, we just have to listen to them” (Archibald
Interview, 2.23.21). From reading this project, it should be fairly evident who Archibald and I are
referencing here—those who have been responsibly coexisting with the landscape and all the
non-human beings for longer than the Western world has even existed: the Indigenous peoples of
not just the Tongass, but the autochthonous people of any landscape needing protection.
More often than not, conservation is created by the Western world with Western
knowledge. As a product of the one-world, Western Ecological Knowledge typically bases its
conservation on universal conceptions of nature and roots its land use policies in separating the
threatened environment from human contact, often labelled as “wilderness”—as seen by the
Forest Service’s destruction of Tlingit fish camps for the Tongass’s national forest designation
and by the forced removal of Indigenous North Americans from their land in order for the United
States government to create the National Parks. This obviously harms Indigenous peoples as
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their ancestral land and their “conviction of individual responsibility for the health of [that] land”
(Leopold 1969, 413) is stolen from them in the name of environmental protection. Conservation
does not have to equate with preservation; responsible land management can allow people to
continue using and living with the land. Often based on a universal nature, Western land
management also tends towards a universal idea of what conservation needs to look like. I argue
that to implement a conservation program that is ecologically effective and ethically responsible,
we need a land ethic that is de-universalized and site-specific as to avoid homogenizing different
and unique environments—we already know the dangers of generalizing and reducing distinct
entities into categories from Marisol de la Cadena’s analysis of the anthropo-not-seen. Since
conservation needs to be place-specific, it logically must have the land’s Indigenous peoples and
their extensive place-specific ecological knowledge at the forefront. In moving towards increased
specificity, protecting the Tongass rainforest requires the Tlingit peoples’ knowledge of the
forest—along with that of the Haida and Tsimshian peoples—to be centered and to do this, they
have to actually be overseeing and managing the conservation with Western science as an
auxiliary presence.
With the Tongass’s Indigenous peoples’ science as the prominent knowledge and Western
science as the reinforcement, an interface of the two sciences becomes the larger managing force.
It is important to note, though, that the Indigenous communities in the Tongass have long been
incorporating Western Ecological Knowledge into their own science—the knowledge interface
already exists on their part (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Anthropologist Thomas Thornton
related that the Indigenous community in Sitka, a city on Baranof Island in the Tongass, engages
with Western scientists regularly. This Indigenous community partnered with the Alaska Coastal
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Rainforest Center, which Thornton is the director of, “to get a better handle on toxins in their
food system, especially from harmful algal blooms. They wanted to develop a testing regime that
is more local and communicable to residents, providing information to help them make better
decisions in engaging with important food species such as clams in their lands and waters”
(Thornton Interview, 2.22.21). This is just another example of how Southeast Alaskan
Indigenous peoples’ Traditional Ecological Knowledge is anything but static; their knowledge
adapts and evolves in accordance with time. Unfortunately, the majority of Western scientists
have not yet taken the necessary steps to include Indigenous science into their practices and
consequently, since the Tongass is managed by the federal government who prioritizes Western
science, the knowledge interface utilized by the Indigenous communities is not recognized by
outside forces. However, we know from Guy Archibald and his position as a multi-world
scientist that a Western incorporation of Indigenous science is entirely feasible and even more
informative than pure Western science.
Thus, it is paramount that this ecological knowledge interface goes both ways if
conservation is to truly benefit the Tongass and its intrinsic entanglement with the Tlingit,
Tsimshian, and Haida peoples. This scientific interface also needs to be embedded in
interdisciplinary work as the two systems of knowledge production converge and work across
uncommonalities. Interdisciplinary work is essential in any field but especially in environmental
policymaking that hopes to create a long-lasting and mutually agreeable conservation program.
Considering that conservation needs to be place-specific, I recommend a conservation policy
explicitly for the Tongass that utilizes this knowledge interface while maintaining the Indigenous
peoples’ primary leadership role.
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There are several aspects to this Tongass-specific conservation policy, the first of which
is relatively obvious: Indigenous peoples’ longstanding knowledge needs to inform the bulk of
the policy. As “the only humans who have lived as witnesses and stewards to the long life of this
forest” (Jackson 2020b), Southeast Alaskan Indigenous peoples’ Traditional Ecological
Knowledge encompasses all there is to know about the Tongass. Archibald said that for those of
us who are not indigenous to the Tongass, “We’re never going to be able to protect what we have
unless we know what we’ve lost,” and the only way to know what we’ve lost is to listen to the
Indigenous communities whose ancestors experienced the Tongass at its best and its worst
(Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). Archibald went on to say that “we can’t ever know the
productivity of the area unless we incorporate Indigenous knowledge” and if we fail to do that,
“we’re never going to be able to manage [the land]” (Archibald Interview, 2.23.21). From the
other side of this perspective, Thornton clarified that for the Tlingit peoples, their Traditional
Ecological Knowledge serves as their starting point for land management but does not stop there:
“[Tlingit Traditional Ecological Knowledge] is saying, ‘okay, we have to understand these shifts
in terms of what we’ve dealt with historically and what we haven’t dealt with historically and go
from there.’ And that’s where there’s an openness to science and what science can tell us, but
there’s also a sense that it’s not enough” (Thornton Interview, 2.22.21). Here, the knowledge
interface shows itself best—the interface is not simply half and half, the two knowledges
interanimate each other, building upon each science while also deepening it: “We also need our
traditional knowledge and our own interpretations of environmental data whether it be personal
observations or what scientific instruments tell us—we need our collective sense of place
knowledge and wisdom to interpret and respond to that information in order to survive and be
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secure in our wellbeing within the Tongass” (Thornton Interview, 2.22.21). A knowledge
entanglement such as this is exactly what conservation in the Tongass needs to look like—a basis
in Indigenous science that is then supplemented with Western science which in turn enlivens the
Indigenous science—exemplified in the Sitka Indigenous community’s collaboration with the
Alaska Coastal Rainforest Center.
In order for this type of symbiosis to even begin, more specificity is needed in the
legislative realm. Kate Glover pointed out that often where policies go wrong is not with the
content, but with its lack of detail. She said, “On the legal side of conservation, we have to make
sure there’s enough detail. We can’t just say, ‘think about Traditional Ecological Knowledge and
science,’ but say that decisions need to be directly based on this knowledge” (Glover Interview,
2.23.21). A collaborative interface of knowledge cannot and will not be produced if the policy
itself does not mandate it. This detail-oriented directive to elevate Indigenous knowledge is
especially pertinent to the Forest Service. We now know from various accounts throughout this
project that the Forest Service often neglects those whom it is supposed to protect— the Tongass
and the people who rely on it. “A priority,” Glover said, “is realigning the work the Forest
Service does to reflect conservation, restoration, and Indigenous voices. Instead of putting so
much money into timber, they need to put resources into repairing the ecosystem and into
facilities for hunting and fishing” (Glover Interview, 2.23.21). As the primary governing agency
in the Tongass, the Forest Service must orient itself away from extractive industry and profit,
towards an environmental stewardship that is based on Indigenous knowledge and desires. A
precise example of this is prohibiting both clear-cut logging and old-growth logging which
negatively impact the forest’s ecosystem and thus local livelihoods. If logging continues in the
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Tongass, which with this conservation policy would only happen if the Indigenous communities
deemed it okay, the timber industry must only be allowed to log second-growth forests. When
logging second-growth forests, there should still not be any clear-cutting—logging needs to be
done selectively to thin out densely packed second-growth forests which can actually increase its
ecological productivity.
Within this conservation strategy, there is potential for dispute between any of the key
players—Indigenous scientific communities, Western scientific communities, Alaskan
politicians, and the Forest Service—as unfamiliar knowledge systems collide. Rather than using
Western bureaucratic methods of resolution like the federal court system, these disputes should
be handled internally and locally. Senator Tom Begich mentioned that “the Circle processes used
in Kake are a great example” of effective and respectful conflict resolution (Begich Interview
2.26.21). The Village of Kake, where Joel Jackson lives and is the president, utilizes a form of
communal and restorative justice based on traditional Tlingit values and customs (Kake
Peacemaking Manual 2005).41 With Circle Peacemaking, the goal is to “heal and repair the harm
to the injured party, heal and hold responsible the offender, and to heal and strengthen the
community” (Kake Peacemaking Manual 2005, 2). Through this process, the relevant parties
work through conflict as equals to achieve a healthier, more cooperative, and respectful
relationship rather than resorting to court-issued punitive measures that often escalates animosity.
While typically used to repair damages done by individuals struggling with alcoholism, drug
abuse, and domestic violence, Circle Peacemaking can be helpful in restoring cooperative

41

To learn more about Kake Circle Peacemaking, refer to the “Kake Peacemaking Manual” (2005)
created by Kake Circle Peacemaking and the Alaska Native Justice Center with support from the
Organized Village of Kake.
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partnerships amidst this conservation policy’s knowledge interface—further elevating and
securing local Indigenous lifeways.
The overarching initiative of this Tongass-specific conservation policy is to decolonize
land management by prioritizing and centering Southeast Alaskan Indigenous peoples, values,
and knowledge. As mentioned in Chapter One, the process of decolonization is neither easy nor
fast; Heather Evoy described that it involves the intensive work of “recognizing your
history—whether it’s good or bad or otherwise—and learning from those mistakes to create a
better plan for moving forward” (Evoy Interview 2.22.21). A fundamental aspect of this
decolonization work is to diverge from Western-settler conceptions of land and to “think outside
the box and lead with Indigenous voices” (Evoy Interview 2.22.21). Evoy noted that the
Canadian Guardianship program is an excellent guide for decolonizing conservation. The
Canadian conservation organization Nature United explained what this Guardianship program is:
“Indigenous Guardians are the ‘eyes and ears’ of their territories—they are men and women who
are using Indigenous knowledge and practices, blended with western science to monitor and
steward their traditional lands and waters across Canada” (Nature United 2020). The roles and
responsibilities of each Guardianship program is community-specific and embodies the
importance of place and significance of a knowledge interface for any conservation policy. For
the Tongass National Forest, a Guardianship program could be implemented while also retaining
the emphasis on overall Indigenous management regarding land use and the Forest Service’s
priorities.
Through a conservation policy and program that encompasses what I have just outlined,
we can secure a sustainable and ethical future for the Tongass National Forest. The importance of
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place is legally solidified through federal policy that requires thoughtful engagement with the
land. For the Tongass, this means an interdisciplinary approach to conservation that merges
various knowledge systems, resulting in a detailed, ethical, and multi-world land ethic that
accounts for all livelihoods and relationships with the forest. While solidifying the importance of
the Tongass legally through federal policy is essential to the forests’ future, its importance also
needs to be communicated and cemented on a societal level. Transforming a local sentiment into
a national one is no easy task and it cannot be accomplished entirely through policy. To resonate
with the general public, the Tongass needs to be made into something that people—regardless of
place—will deem important. Elsa Sebastian, raised in a small Tongass fishing village, produced a
film called Understory (2021) which follows her two friends—a biologist and a botanical
illustrator—and Elsa on a sailboat journey through the Tongass’s extensive waterways in order to
document the forest’s incredible ecological beauty and the disastrous effects of the timber
industry. With stunning cinematic footage and emotionally evocative accounts, Understory is
exactly the type of project that conveys the Tongass as a place of national importance for the
broader public. To further solidify the Tongass’s importance societally, the forest needs to reach a
greater audience. Before beginning this project in September of 2020, I had never heard of the
Tongass National Forest—a lack of knowledge that is apparently very common as I’ve found
myself repeating the same elevator pitch to everyone I know on what the Tongass is, where it is,
and why it’s important. Given the Tongass’s standing as the largest national forest and largest
remaining temperate rainforest, its obscurity in the national arena makes little sense and is indeed
illustrative of the larger problem. Any effort to shed more light on the Tongass will assist in
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securing the forest’s future by bringing attention to its past and present and its continued
significance for climate change in the future.
At the basis of this discussion is the underlying notion of land ethics. Place is
fundamental to our identities as it informs how we engage with the world. The astounding
implication of this is that our land ethics—structured from how we regard place—are all
different according to the individual. Acknowledging the multiplicity of worlds and ways of
existing with a landscape, as this project intended to do, is the first step in understanding how our
conceptions of land may vary, but embedded even deeper is the question of why our land ethics
became so varied. The next step in this inquisition is determining what historical and cultural
factors led people to develop such radically different land ethics. I believe that central to this
question is the formation of whiteness and what aspects of whiteness may have facilitated an
intrinsic conquest for dominion over land and whomever was on that land. In any case, using the
Tongass as a vessel to analyze the importance of place in different land ethics provides a solid
foundation for any further exploration.
The Tongass National Forest remains a site of extraordinary knowledge, value, culture,
and conflict for all those who call it home and even for some, like myself, who have only
experienced it through photographs, film, and the words of my interlocutors. With its incredible
ability to sustain human life for thousands of years and its intricate and diverse ecosystem, there
is little surprise as to why the Tongass has generated so much tension over time. Regardless of
your opinion on the Roadless Rule or whether you believe in economic growth over
environmental protection, there is no denying that to every interested party, the Tongass is of
special importance. As explained in the introduction, nothing in the Tongass is isolated;
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everything is connected through the forest. Its entangled roots embed themselves in a multiplicity
of identities and interests, rendering it especially difficult to parse through the conflicting desires.
Despite the forest’s complexity, the Tongass must be protected for its climate mitigating ecology
and for the people who rely on the forest for their livelihood. The only way forward is
together—a coexistence among species, worlds, and knowledges, all owned by place and time.
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